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  At the Stars




  Elisabeth Staab




  




  A GIRL TRYING TO LEAVE HER PAST BEHIND




  





  I was a normal teenager who loved music and dancing, until the day I was attacked in my favorite record store. A few years later when my mom succumbed to depression and took her own life, I couldn’t stay in my hometown with all the memories and the curious stares. I decided to get in my car and just go – except my car decided it was done going outside a tiny place called Evergreen Grove. That’s where I found Jake. Or I guess Jake found me.




  





  A GUY WHO CAN’T LET HIS GO




  





  For the last eight years, all I can think about is the day I ended another man’s life. Then I manage to save Cassie’s, and I feel like maybe I’ve got some kind of second chance. To do what I couldn’t before, or maybe even for something bigger. Something like love. If only I could feel like I deserve her...




   




  To you. Because you’re a survivor, and you’re beautiful.




  
1. THIS BITCH IS GONZO




  Cassie




  I gotta be honest, it’s one hell of a rush staring down a tractor trailer in the rain.




  So much of one I can hardly breathe as hot, heavy drops batter my prickly skin. I swear even with the truck’s horn blaring at me, I can hear every freaking beat of my heart. Really hear it, like that whoosh – whoosh – whoosh sound is rushing into my ears through a set of quality headphones.




  I feel... alive. Free, like I haven’t been since maybe ever.




  I spread my arms out to my sides, laughing. That high-pitched, throat-searing, I’m-totally-cracked sort of laughter that you hear from crazy cartoon villains. Because I am. Crazy, I mean. Not in the wearing tinfoil helmets to protect myself from government mind-control kind of way, but, you know.




  Crazy in the staring-down-a-semi-in-the-rain-at-night kind of way.




  Honestly. I’m not out here in the middle of the road trying to die. I just... needed to remember what it was like. Staring that possibility in the face.




  The truck horn blares again. Adrenaline surges inside me. God, this is nuts. I need to move.




  I’m about to, when I hear the yell.




  “Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with you?”




  It’s late and dark, and I’m startled enough that at first I can’t tell where the shouting is coming from. It nearly sends me a mile up in the air.




  I finally command my feet to move, but then something—someone—tackles me from the side. I roll and land in a squishy patch of wet grass by a busted fence on the far side of the road. Half on top of the extremely large guy who shoved me.




  The tractor trailer rumbles past. I can’t understand what the driver shouts as he goes by, but I’m sure I can fill in the blanks. Stupid bitch.




  Certainly, I’ll agree this is not my finest hour.




  Then it’s like one of those things you see in movies: I’m trying to get off of him, the guy who grabbed me. We’re both wet and so is the grass, so I keep slipping. He’s trying to help me so the whole thing is a mess of grabbing hands and apologies and foreheads clunking into each other. I’m thinking if this was a movie and not my life, it might be the comedy portion where everyone points and laughs.




  “Would you stop struggling and let me help you up?” Okay, he doesn’t sound like he finds any of this funny.




  It hits me that it’s three in the morning, and I’m making the stupidest thing I’ve ever done even stupider. It doesn’t help that there’s a completely dangerous moment when I let this guy’s warmth, the steady way he’s propping me up, and the rhythm of his minty breath in my ear comfort me.




  These past weeks without Mom have felt so empty and I fought so hard to hide away from the “you poor thing” stares that I don’t know when I last touched another person. It’s too, too easy to let the warmth seep into my skin and muscles. To forget my defenses. Then I remember a strange man has his arms around my shoulders.




  Stupid. Stupid.




  I jump, sending my elbow into his solar plexus. I run toward the road, but I slip on gravel and fall.




  He coughs hard and folds forward, but still manages to grab hold of my leg. “Hey. Stop. What the fuck are you thinking?” His reflexes are fast. I’m ready to stomp on his hand with my other foot when he growls, “Dammit, I’ll let go if you promise not to try and get run over again.”




  I stop, sinking my weight into my heels. Heat rushes over my body, making me feverish in spite of the fact that I’m soggy. A drum pounds in my chest. I want to be anywhere else, but I’m out of options.




  Anyway, this is my mess. I put myself here.




  His shadowy form looms large. This guy’s definitely big, and I can feel his lingering heat and the shape of his muscles like they’re still molded to my body. Serious bulk—the kind that flexed and rippled each time he moved against me. He must work out.




  Mental note: I’m going to add “you must work out” to my list of things never to say to random people I meet on the side of the road.




  So I’m out here in the middle of the night, in the rain, with a total stranger who’s bigger, stronger, and can probably outfight me. Oh yeah, and I have no car because it died earlier over on the shoulder, which is kind of what started my epic meltdown. So if this guy’s a psycho, I’m more than a little screwed.




  Now that I think about it, maybe the fact that he’s probably already pegged me for a whack job will work in my favor.




  “I don’t know what you’re even doing here. I was fine, you know. I wasn’t going to let it hit me.” I put my hands on my hips. Okay, so I’m being defensive, but we’ve gotten off to a seriously bad start. Even if I never see him again, I’m intent on showing him I’m no helpless damsel.




  I’ll never be helpless again.




  He points up ahead to where my dead car sits with its hood up. “Well, first I thought I saw a broken-down car and decided to check it out. Then I saw some crazy-ass chick with a death wish playing chicken with an eighteen-wheeler.”




  He’s standing there with dark hair plastered to his forehead and a white T-shirt clinging to his body. In the little bit of light his truck’s headlights provide, I can see the judgment all over his face. Rivulets of rain run over the hard line of his lips and down the sharp edge of his jaw. This bitch is gonzo, that look says.




  In spite of his contempt, his scowling face is an attractive one. It’s a realization that throws me. I don’t often think about men that way. I tell myself it’s not safe to even look, especially not with a stranger. Heaven forbid they think I’m interested. I’m sure my mom would have reminded me to keep my eyes to myself. She’s not here though, and this guy hasn’t done a thing to me so far. Except yell and try to save my life.




  “I’m not— I told you, I was going to move.” I try to act big by pulling myself up to my full and oh-so-average height of five-six and crossing my arms over my chest. Like he’s got some nerve insinuating I’m totally out of my tree. I’m not actually crazy. He wouldn’t understand, and I’m not about to explain myself to a stranger in the rain.




  “You think that makes it okay? What if that truck had swerved the same way you ran? What if you’d tripped? Even when you have a plan, shit goes wrong. You’d have been road kill.”




  Some of my hot air leaks out, because he’s right and I don’t have a good counter-argument. What I did was reckless, it’s the middle of the night, and I wasn’t thinking. The car my mother bought me died on the side of the road, right in the middle of a road trip where I was supposed to be finding myself. Not so long after my mother herself passed away. I had a moment of insanity.




  At the moment, I’d been feeling like the universe had something to tell me. The message sounded a lot like “Nyah, nyah, sucks to be you.” I can’t explain any of this to my angry rescuer, though. I can’t expect a rational person to understand.




  Since this guy seems determined to pick a fight or whatever, I decide to get him to go away as fast as I can. “Listen, you’re right. I freaked out because it’s late and my car died. I went a little over the edge. Now, I’m exhausted and I need to find a taxi and a hotel. Thanks for helping, but you can go. I swear I’m sane and sober and not a danger to myself or others.”




  I smile at him, brighter and broader than I thought I was able. I haven’t smiled much at all in years. Not since the attack and definitely not since Mom died. I smile now because I want this guy to believe me, to buy the story that I won’t hurt myself in any way. Smiles always help sell things, at least that’s what my manager at Big Mug Root Beer and Burgers always said.




  I guess I suck at selling my own sanity as much as I sucked at selling Big Mug Mega Burgers.




  He ambles across the narrow road, peering under my car’s raised hood. He shakes his head. “No way you’re gonna get a cab out here at this hour. Now, unless you can tell me you’ve got a ride coming, I’m not leaving you here on your own.”




  [image: Scene Break]




  Jake




  Used to be, I could see Davidson Banes whether I was awake or asleep. Bouncing on the balls of his feet with a cheese-eating grin while we sparred, and then falling to the mat that last time after I slugged him. These days, it’s mostly—mostly—only when I close my eyes that I see his lifeless body at my feet. Mostly.




  Watching this girl though, who’s now sitting in my truck beside me, trying to face off with an oncoming semi? I could see it all happening before I got to her. In my mind she was already down in the road, flattened under those tires. Lights out in an instant, like Dave.




  I couldn’t stop Davidson from going down. His girl, Maria, looked at me like I was a monster so I couldn’t even offer any comfort. Knowing how every problem I try to fix turns to shit, I should probably stay away from this girl, too. Except only a complete asshole leaves a young woman alone on the road at night, and maybe if I stop her from going down like I couldn’t stop Davidson...




  Maybe it makes up for something. Am I completely fucked in the head for wanting that to be true?




  Meanwhile, I’ve got a drowned kitten on the seat next to me, looking like she’d rather be getting declawed. That makes two of us, doll.




  It took forever to convince her just to get in the truck. I guess it’s good, being cautious and everything, but between getting in a vehicle with me and staying out there alone all night? I wasn’t leaving her in the dark by a fucking exit ramp.




  She stares out the window with her body wrapped up tight in a ball. Knees pulled to her chest, arms wrapped around the tops of them to keep everything tucked in. I’ve blasted the heat, but she’s wet and shivering. “Hey. Here.” I reach behind the passenger seat for my jacket and hand it over. “Put this on. Should keep you warm.”




  Her long stare burns into the side of my face before she finally slides the thing on. “Where did you say this place was again?”




  I hit the gas and squeeze the steering wheel until my vision sharpens. There aren’t many lights on this stretch of road. “Literally two more minutes up ahead.” Nothing much in Evergreen Grove takes more than ten to get to by car. “I’m gonna drop you at the Grove Inn. The woman who runs the place is cool about special situations. There’s a B&B that’s nicer, but it’s on the edge of town, farther out, and more expensive. Mrs. Choi’ll probably give you a break on the room in case you’re stuck for a while.” I’d say something about her shoes on the upholstery, except she looks like she’s as shot through as I am.




  Anyway, we’re both soaked. What’s a little dirt and gravel?




  “You already think it’ll be a while?”




  I clear my throat. I’m almost positive she’s going to need to replace her engine, but no way will I tell her that now. I figure it’s been a long enough night. “Listen, I work in a garage. I can get the car towed for you tomorrow and see what’s what. I don’t want to say anything for sure until I can get it on a lift and have a good look around.”




  She nods slowly. “But you think it could... take a while?”




  “I think...” I think she’s gonna need about six grand to fix her car, and I’m not in the mood to get yelled at on top of everything else tonight. “Mrs. Choi usually gives discounts by the week. If you don’t have anyone to come help you out, I’d take her up on the offer.”




  She doesn’t answer. By the way she balls herself up even tighter, I’m putting good money down that she doesn’t have anyone to come for her.




  I’ve got no reason to feel bad. No reason for that to bother me. No reason to think helping this girl can make up for the fact that I couldn’t help Davidson Banes.




  I assure myself of all those things as we pull up to the Grove Inn. I keep on telling myself that while I help her bring the stuff she grabbed from her car inside.




  
2. NO QUICK FIX




  Cassie




  I tap my keys on the counter of RJ’s Auto Repair. “So how long do you think it’ll take?”




  I don’t hate all mechanics. Some of them have been really cool to me. It’s just that I own a foreign car that’s older than I am, right? I’ve dealt with my share of jerks who see a young female and assume they can take me or my supposedly rich parents to the cleaners.




  Well, even when I had a parent I handled this stuff on my own. I’m not super well-versed in all things car repair, but I’m not a moron. Don’t try to tell me that my car needs gold-plated brakes. Don’t talk to me like I’m twelve.




  I cannot stand being treated like a child.




  I’m at the place where my helper from last night told me to come in the morning, but I don’t see him around. The guy behind the counter—he has kinda this doughy face with a pug nose and fiery hair—I like him even less than Tall, Dark, and Shouty.




  I can tell Red is about to pull out the voice he’d use on a twelve-year-old. “Look, sweetheart.”




  Sweetheart. Ew. Yes, darlin’?




  “You’re lucky you didn’t explode by the roadside with that thing. You’ve got a major repair on your hands, girl.”




  Girl. “So can you give me an estimate yet?”




  “Not till I’ve looked it over, but it appears to me like you’ve thrown a rod. That’s a brand new engine, right there. I’ll have to get it on the lift to be sure.”




  “So if you get it on the lift and find out you were right, you’re going to try to charge me for a new engine plus the cost of diagnosing what you already knew was wrong?”




  It’s hard to have a good bullshit radar when you basically don’t trust anyone. Still, I have the feeling this guy sees someone who’s screwed and wants to milk whatever he can out of the deal.




  I cross my arms over my chest. “Does it really need a new engine?”




  “’Scuse me? Are you the expert here, missy?”




  “Well, I assume there are options. Maybe a refurbished one or something?”




  God, he even laughs like a pig. “Refurbished. That’s cute.”




  Now, here’s the part where I kind of have the urge to cry. But I don’t. Crying in front of others is a vulnerability I can’t afford. So I take a slow, measured breath, until the pressure behind my eyes recedes. As does the urge to stab Red with a pen. “It just seems like with a car that age there ought to be options other than putting in a brand-new engine. The whole rest of the car may only last a couple more years.”




  The big guy hikes up his pants. “Now, I’m not sure where you learned all about cars, sweetheart—”




  Gross. Seriously, stop calling me that!




  “But I suggest—”




  “Hey, Bart. I’ll take this one.”




  Tall and Dark from the night before is coming over, wearing exactly the same outfit as the pig-like man, but wearing it sooo much better. In the light of day he looks like something out of a nineties music video: Tattooed forearms, pectoral-worshipping shirt, and an eensy smudge of grease on his cheek that makes him look endearing rather than dirty.




  His nametag says “Jake.” Jake. It’s a nice name.




  In spite of the dressing down he gave me last night, I couldn’t be more relieved to see a familiar face. Anything to get away from the red-haired giant with his sagging pants and leering looks. I half want to give my surly rescuer a hug.




  Creepy Red shoots us a glare and walks away, throwing more venomous eye-jabs over his shoulder as he goes.




  My new frenemy braces his hands on the counter, making his arms pop with muscle. I remind myself that even though he’s got a handsome face—and now that I can see him in the light of day, I have to acknowledge those blue eyes, full lips, and dimpled chin are something else—he could still be a creeper. After all, he’d referred me to a garage full of lying liars where he happened to also work. Then again, if he had wanted to do something awful, he probably would have done something last night when he had me isolated and soaking wet.




  Jeez. “Look,” I said. “I checked on my phone and there’s another shop eight miles down the road. I appreciate your help, but I can try there—”




  “Listen.” He rubs at his face and makes the grease smear bigger. I kinda want to reach over and wipe it off. “TM Goodson down the road is fine. Thing is, you’re going to wind up paying money for a tow to get exactly the same answer.”




  I’m on my own now. If anybody’s going to stand up and make sure I get treated fairly, it’s me. So I lean over the counter and give him my best bitch face. “Or maybe I look like some stupid college student who’s got Daddy paying all the bills and you think you can fleece me for everything that could possibly be ripped out of an eighties Volvo? I’m not though, and you’d only be stuck with a bill nobody can pay while I sneak out of town on the first bus, so you’re wasting your time.”




  He gives me a megawatt grin that makes me wonder if he’s used to getting his way. I think if I was the kind of girl to be swayed by a grin, I might need to grab something for support. “The nearest bus station to get out of town is fifteen miles away.”




  Damn. “My point remains the same.”




  He slaps his hands on the counter. “Why don’t you let me take a look? I want to be sure Bart’s right before I tell you definitely that you need a replacement engine. I won’t charge you for the diagnosis. Least then you’ll know what you’re looking at in terms of damage.”




  I hate to come right out and ask what the catch is, but I sure as hell don’t trust him or those dimples he’s flashing. So few people do something for nothing. “Why?”




  There. I asked.




  He looks down with a shake of his head, and when he looks up it’s through a fringe of lashes that makes me wonder why I bother buying mascara. “Is this how you usually react to people when they try to help?”




  His face changes then, from something friendly and flirty to something more serious and sad. It grabs me, that look on his face. He’s trying to bust on me for being mistrusting, but it seems like it honestly bothers him that I’m leery of his intentions.




  I still shouldn’t trust him. He’s still a relative stranger, after all. But I want to be able to, because I hate his lost look. Because I hate not trusting anyone.




  I know that look. It makes me think of the hollowness I carry around inside me all the time. Since Mom died. Since probably before. I don’t actually know if I remember a time when it wasn’t there. What I do know is I’d give just about anything for it to go away.




  “Okay.” I slide my car key across the counter. I don’t know why I pull it off my key ring. What other keys do I have that I’d need to worry about keeping? I’m never going back to my old house or my dorm. My storage space is empty. “You’ll call when you have an estimate?”




  Jake nods. His grin comes back out, like the sun returning after a rainstorm. “This your number?” The pen in his hand taps a form I’d already filled out.




  “Yeah.” I lean over to check that I’d written it down correctly. I got a new phone before I moved, and I haven’t totally memorized the number. “Um. Yeah. Thanks.”




  He puts a tag thingie on my key. “I’ll call you as soon as I know something for sure,” he says. “So you know, there’s a chance Bart’s right. There might be no quick fix. Or a cheap one.”




  “I hear you. Thanks.” I turn to leave before I can let this overwhelm me. I’m in a weird place, staying in a weird motel, and now I have no car. It’s all too much.




  What in the hell made me think leaving home was such an awesome idea?




  Across from the auto shop there’s a cute little bakery-slash-cafe. I figure I’ve got some waiting to do, and there are few things a cinnamon roll can’t fix. At least for a little while.




  Something makes me glance back as I cross the street. Jake is still looking at me through the shop window. For some reason, I smile.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  The bakery lady is far more serious about her goods than I expected, and I’m beginning to regret my bright idea of coming over to talk to her.




  “I’m willing to train you, but the work is hard. We’re talking all of the day’s muffins and breads. The workday starts at six in the morning. I close at five but you’d be off by three for coming in early.”




  Delia’s Bakery and Cafe has a “Help Wanted” notice up on the bulletin board. I did a quick search on my phone about my car’s potential repair needs. If both Jake and Creepy Bart are accurate in their assessment, I’m going to need some money.




  This lady’s looking for someone to work here for a good while though, and I’m not her girl. “Uh, okay. Well, I can definitely bake. I should tell you though that I’m not sure how long I’ll be in town. I was passing through when my car broke down. I hoped I could earn some money for the repairs, but I don’t know how long I’ll be around.”




  “Hmm.” Delia softens then.




  She seems like a nice enough woman, but from her scrutinizing stare I can tell she’d be a bad person to displease. Suspecting I’ve already managed this, I inch away. The just-eaten cinnamon roll in my stomach turns into stone, souring what seemed like such a bright idea.




  “It was a shot in the dark. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.” I gather my bagged muffin for later and my coffee and back away, easing toward the door.




  “Hang on.” She motions me back over.




  “You’re sure you know how to bake? From scratch? Big batches. Not a six-muffin tray from a box mix. Can you proof yeast?”




  “Sure. I learned from my mom. I’ve made everything from homemade cinnamon rolls to sourdough bread.” Well, I learned to cook and bake because towards the end, she got too sucked into her own trouble to help me. I got creative and I got used to cooking and doing laundry and everything for the both of us. I was a big fan of cookies and other comfort food until I realized I couldn’t afford to buy new pants.




  Don’t even get me started on my love/hate relationship with pepperoni rolls. Cheese and pepperoni baked inside bread? Dangerous.




  Delia releases a heavy sigh. “Look, I’ve had trouble finding someone. If you want it and you need the money, the job is yours for as long as you’ll be in town if you promise to give me notice before you have to leave. Think that’s doable?”




  I straighten up and fill my lungs with air, looking around the cozy shop. It’s a nice place. The front door is propped open to let a morning summer breeze in, and a smattering of folks are hanging out with newspapers and coffee. It’s a place I could feel comfortable.




  I mean, why not, right? I’m here. I had hoped to get closer to the Carolina coast before I stopped somewhere to work, or somewhere with a music scene maybe so I could play some gigs and work on my stage-fright issues.




  Well, if this is the universe showing me the finger again, I’ll show it I’m not down yet. There are definitely worse jobs I could have. “Sure,” I tell her. “I’d really appreciate a job for however long I’m able to stay.”




  She hands me a binder from under the counter. “You’ll be making all of these in the morning. Two batches of the Morning Muffins. They go fast. Look them over so you’ll be ready to go when you get here. I’ll meet you around back. Come early.”




  Oh, crap. Okay. This is kind of a heavy binder. I agreed, though. I don’t back down from a challenge. Backing down is for wimps. “Great,” I say. “And thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”




  
3. STUCK IN SUCKVILLE




  Cassie




  I pace the worn, pea-green carpet in my little motel room. It’s not a bad place, actually. I’ve got a decent double bed and there’s a bistro table with two chairs. The words I’d use to describe it are “tight but comfortable.” If I try hard enough, maybe I can upgrade it to “homey.”




  I’m trying really hard to stay positive.




  The carpet and the drapes of this room are another story. They are clearly from that magical time when eggplant and goldenrod ruled all, fathers actually came home to have dinner with their families (instead of say, disappearing the second they knocked a girl up like my dad), and mothers met the bus from school and asked about your day rather than screaming at you when they got home because you had done some random thing that jangled their nerves.




  Or whatever. I used to watch a lot of sitcom reruns. It’s not like it’s the only thing that warped my brain. I own my issues.




  “It sounds like it could be a lot of money to fix the car, Luce. I think it’s gonna take longer for me to get wherever I’m going than I planned. I found a bakery that needs help so I can earn cash, but for a little while I’m stuck in Suckville.”




  Lucy used to cut my hair back home in Connor, Ohio. Over time we became pretty good friends. Problems with the guy renting her shop space forced her to move back home to West Virginia. I miss her every day.




  “What about the money from your mom’s house?”




  “I don’t have a lot left. I don’t want to spend that if it isn’t an emergency.”




  Lucy huffs a laugh that echoes through the phone. “Not to get judgy, hon, but a broken car sounds like an emergency to me.”




  The bed groans underneath me when I sit. One part of my brain considers her advice while another part mulls over the fact that my toenail polish is chipped beyond all reason. Do I care enough to go buy a new bottle of “I’m Not Really a Waitress?” It turns out when you’re throwing only the essentials in your car to start a new life, nail polish doesn’t exactly rate.




  I decide in the face of a busted vehicle and being stuck in a speck-sized town I can’t even find on most maps, it still doesn’t. “I can’t spend that money,” I finally manage. “My mom died for that money.”




  “Oh, sweetie.” Now I can hear pity in her voice. I swear it’s a sound worse than nails on a chalkboard.




  “Don’t do that, Lucy.” Moisture dampens my cheeks. I brush it away and start flipping the handle of my guitar case back and forth with my toe. “I left Connor so I wouldn’t have to hear people sound that way when they talk to me.”




  “I just don’t think your mother would want you to struggle.”




  That familiar mix of guilt and anger bubbles up. “Then she shouldn’t have left me,” I whisper.




  “I’m sure she tried not to.” Now she’s serious and so soft-spoken she’s practically whispering. I like the opinionated Lucy better.




  On my good days, I’m sure Lucy’s right. Nights like tonight, all I can do is wonder why the things that happened to me were so hard for her to take.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Jake




  Cassie comes into the shop on Wednesday afternoon looking like the very definition of a terrible idea. She’s got a cardboard tray of muffins and a fresh-faced smile that makes my body react before my brain gets any say in the matter. I’d been thinking since the weekend that I might have tried a little too hard to step up and help her out. Now I know I was right.




  It’s not that she isn’t pretty. Honestly, that’s part of the problem. Her long, dusty-blond hair is up today. She’s got the waves piled in one of those messy knots that looks sexy without trying. It shows off her expressive face, her shoulders, and the tops of her breasts thanks to a humid day and a slipping button on her tank top. The opening expands and contracts with each breath as she huffs up to the counter and slides the baked goods across.




  Hey. I may want to keep my distance, but I’m still a guy.




  “I thought you and your buddies might be hungry.” She makes the announcement with a deep breath that strains her top some, and I force myself to look up at her eyes. They’re hazel or something, mostly brown but with a million different colors threaded through the center like a starburst.




  “Cassie, you shouldn’t have bothered. I’m not gonna gouge you on your car. And Delia’s gonna make you pay for those.”




  The lady who runs the coffee shop is plenty friendly, but boy she does not screw around. She’d spit tacks if she found out this girl was bringing freebies over.




  Her face brightens up even more. “Hey,” she said. “You remembered my name.”




  I try to think of a reason why this shouldn’t matter, but she’s already moving on. “Anyway, Delia did in fact make me pay for these. They’re a batch I screwed up. Swapped the cinnamon measurement for clove, which if you ask me tastes pretty good actually, but Delia didn’t approve.” She pushes the box forward. “There’s plenty. You sure you guys don’t want them?”




  Before I can answer, one of the guys—Hardy—comes out to drop a ticket by the register. “Hey. Muffins.” He sinks a grimy thumb and forefinger into one of the oversized treats and walks off with crumbs trailing behind him.




  I look over my shoulder to stop him, but I guess there’s no turning them down now. I turn back to thank Cassie, but she’s already heading toward the door.




  “Great,” she calls. “I won’t be able to eat them all myself. Someone should.”




  Glad we could help? “I’ll uh, let you know when I hear back about the parts estimate for your car.”




  She flashes another smile my way and heads out through the jingling exit door. I catch myself looking, not so much at the shape of her legs as the rhythm of her step. The way she marches so briskly and keeps her shoulders high and pinned back. Aside from a tiny lip bite as she looks both ways to cross the street, everything down to the way she holds her keys with one of those metal mini-batons pointing out broadcasts “fuck off.”




  Friendly one minute, a mile-high wall around her the next. Huh. Maybe I’ve got her pegged wrong. Maybe it’s my ego or my libido giving me bad ideas. Just because nearly every college girl who comes through here tends to be looking for a good time doesn’t mean she is, right?




  And if she is? Well, I’ve already decided that I’m not interested. I’m glad I could help her, but that’s as far as it goes. Anyway, she’s too damn young.




  I don’t know exactly how old. I’d guess freshman, except those eyes of hers had a little too much cynical “been there, done that.” Whatever “that” was, hopefully she’s not doing it anymore.




  Across the street, Cassie smiles at a passing teenager and turns to open the bakery door. I can’t hold back my laugh when I see the flour handprint on her ass.




  Next thing I know I’m laughing while munching one of those damned muffins, and I’ve forgotten I wasn’t all that interested. I’ve almost forgotten that this is the same girl who danced with a semi a few days ago, and whatever issues she’s got, I have too many of my own to handle hers.




  Never mind the fact that I already have the estimate done on her car. I can’t bring myself to give it to her, which is my own stupid, softhearted bullshit. It’ll wipe that smile of hers right off her face.




  Fuck, it’s a really nice smile.




  
4. CHANGE IS GOOD




  Cassie




  When I return to my motel room that afternoon I’m sweaty, covered in flour, and ready to throw in the towel. Baking pies with my mom at Thanksgiving had nothing on making batch after batch of breads and muffins and cookies from the wee hours until midafternoon.




  I’m drained. Physically exhausted and emotionally raw. All the things I’ve been trying not to think about threaten to push their way out of my eyes and mouth as I stumble to the dresser and drop more of those damned muffins on top.




  With a quick inhale to assure myself I won’t lose it, I untuck my shirt and let my hair down. The thick, kinked-up strands tumble around my shoulders and my scalp aches like crazy.




  As I run my hands through the knots, I realize I’m so done. I can’t stand what I see in the mirror. I’ve been wanting to change my look for months now. I want to cut it all off. Mom always told me not to.




  It’ll break my heart if you cut that gorgeous hair.




  Well, something broke her heart anyway.




  I wander into the overly bright bathroom and study a reflection I barely recognize while I weave my fingers through long, tangled strands. I pull it a little too hard, trying to get some feeling going in my skin. Some blood flow in my face.




  Suddenly I’m antsy, and this tiny motel room is feeling even smaller. I pick up my guitar case and pull out Sisco (I named my guitar after a high school physics teacher I once had a crush on, because I’m a dork like that). After plucking out only a few measures of a ballad I used to love, I give up and put him away.




  I swallow a painful lump when my eyes land on one of the many band stickers covering the side of the case, the ones that came from Round and Around Music.




  I don’t know why I keep something with painful memories attached, but it’s my guitar case. I can’t just throw it in the trash. Seems like an unnecessary waste when it’s still in good condition.




  It’s still pretty early. I throw on a clean shirt and open the door to my room, wondering if maybe I’ve got the energy to schlep back downtown. I recall seeing a couple of shops down the block from Delia’s bakery. A restaurant and maybe a barber shop? I don’t want to spend a lot of money, but I’m hungry and tired of eating muffins. I’m tired of this hair. I’m tired of feeling stuck.




  Here I am, miles from home. Still the same. Wasn’t going someplace new supposed to make me feel different?




  I can’t sit in a hotel room all afternoon and evening eating muffins that are over-spiced with cloves and thinking about what’s wrong with my life. I have to do something. I have to take action, even if I don’t know what action to take.




  With no plan other than getting away, I pull the door shut and pocket the old-school key. Then I freeze and spin at the sound of a scuff on the pavement behind me.




  “Hey. It’s my new neighbor.”




  I turn to find the ridiculously thin blond boy who checked me in standing halfway out of the doorway of the room on the corner. I guess “boy” is the wrong word. He’s probably at least out of high school, maybe even older than I am judging by his height and the tired lines around his mouth and eyes.




  The guy is wearing long sleeves even in the late June mugginess, and skinny jeans with one of those rock-band inspired metal-studded belts. He reminds me of someone I would have known from school, from the clubs I went to on occasion on the weekends. A rare occasion. It was never really my scene.




  “I guess I must be.” I smile at him, because in spite of my whole don’t-trust-strangers rule, he was the one who readily gave me a dirt-cheap rate on the room when Jake told him I was in a tight spot. Plus, I’m pretty sure he was checking out Jake way more than he was paying any attention to me.




  He swaps his cig to his other hand. “So. I’m AJ.” He saunters forward, swinging his hips like a guy who knows he’s got legs for miles and owns that fact.




  I wish I had his confidence. Or his posture, for that matter.




  “Cassie.” I take a step and accept his outstretched hand. The handshake takes me by surprise, the way it’s firm but also sort of elegant. He gives my hand a squeeze and pulls me toward him rather than the standard herky-jerky up and down motion that most of us barbarians use.




  “Hey. Does anybody call you Cassandra?”




  Not even my mother did. I shake my head. “Nobody.”




  “Can I? I think it sounds classier, don’t you?” He gestures from my messy hair down to my sneakers. “You’ve got old soul written all over you. Like a performer from another era. Just look at the way you stand. Those hips. Those shoulders. All that hair.”




  Um. I lean back when he reaches toward me. I’m rubbing my tender scalp again, trying to tame the mass of waves he’s pointing to. “I... guess. Funny, I was actually on my way out to find a place to cut off all of ‘that hair.’ I’ve had enough of the maintenance.”




  I’ve had enough of my old life, period. I keep that part quiet.




  “Uh-huh.” He stamps out the smoke. “Change is good. I see it.” With that lilting agreement, he reaches up and tosses my hair with his fingers, murmuring to himself. “You could rock a pixie cut. You’ve got the face and the body. Or a cute bob. Shorter in the back, longer in the front. That’d be hot.”




  “You think so?” The idea, the “new me” thing that sounded so good in my head when I walked out my door a few minutes ago, is now making my palms sweat. What he’s talking about is a lot of hair to whack off. I sort of hadn’t pictured anything so drastic. I hadn’t thought that far ahead.




  Then again, drastic is burying your mom, selling everything you own to pay for the funeral, and using what you have left to drive yourself across the country. What’s a super-short haircut?




  “Maybe I could call you Cass. Short hair, short name. You’d look great.” He makes the statement appreciatively but matter-of-factly, still rustling my hair and moving it from side to side. Tucking it behind my ears. Parting it one way, and then the other. I get the feeling he’s more interested in my hair than anything else about me, but I’m not so sure I mind. It’s nice to have a problem smaller than my car or my mom to worry about—and let’s be honest, he had me at the studded belt.




  I shrug. “Well, I saw a barber shop down on Main Street. I’m not sure they can do a pixie cut or an asymmetrical bob. I was just gonna have ’em, you know, take it shorter.”




  AJ looks at me like I’d suggested giving myself a trim with garden shears. “You can’t go there. They’ll butcher you. Let me. I can do this. I have scissors in my room. Professional ones.” Spinning on one foot, he tugs me toward the door.




  “Wait.” I tug back. He’s stronger than he looks, but so am I. “I have muffins in my room. From the bakery. You should have some. You can cut it over here, right?”




  This guy looks so skinny. In a match between him and a stiff breeze, the competition would be fierce. I’ve gotta feed him.




  “Absolutely.” He grins and does a little hand clap. “I’ll get my shears.” He looks like a kid who’s been offered a pile of toys. All excited. For the first time since Lucy moved away I feel like maybe I’ve met someone who could be a friend. Even Luce was more of a big sister than a buddy. I’m afraid to get hopeful, but I feel myself getting there anyway.




  Even if it’s only for today, I’d kill for someone to laugh with and talk to about normal things. Things that don’t hurt.




  “What the hell,” I say. “Let’s go whack off my hair.”




  He’s back before I can reconsider, waving a wicked-looking pair of scissors, the ones with the tiny finger holes and the long blades. I only flinch a little.




  They’re not the same, the scissors. It’s only that I have a vivid memory. Even after what felt like a billion years of therapy, things like scissors or the song that was playing on Mom’s car radio the day I found her can make me stop short.




  Scissors can be such useful objects, but one day they were the reason my life turned upside-down.  And it never felt right again.




  When tears sting my eyes I have to remind myself that this trip is about proving that I am mature enough to take care of myself. Crying on a stranger in a hotel room doesn’t scream “grown up,” even if he has offered to cut my hair. Maybe especially then?




  But then AJ is wiggling in his skinny jeans, humming the latest boy-band single. “This is gonna be fun,” he says as he drapes a towel around my shoulders.




  He’s right. This is supposed to be fun. 




  I suck in a breath and blink back the memory of Freddie, the guy who tried to save me, in that pool of blood. The giant pair of office scissors next to his body that I was afraid to touch. The burning fear, the aloneness... At least for now, I’m not alone. Not entirely. “Maybe I could change the color, too.” My voice sounds thin and scratchy. I’m trying to think of anything else but the worst day of my life.




  “With that olive skin tone? No way. You’ve got a healthy head of gorgeous hair. Let’s not mess it up with chemicals. Trust me. Lemme do this cut, you’ll have the boys falling all over themselves to get at you.”




  I take a deep breath. I know I’m supposed to want something like that, but all I want is to feel safe. Or like myself, whoever that really is. I’ve tossed out a lot of my baggage—at least I’d like to think so—but I know deep down I’m still kind of a hot mess. Nobody wants to take on all of me.




  “I’d settle for being able to style it in under five minutes.” I push my mouth into a half smile as we stand there looking in my bathroom mirror, regarding each other with raised eyebrows. I do think this AJ kid may have friend potential, but that doesn’t mean I want to sob all over him while he cuts my hair.




  “I can do that for you.” He grins and rubs his hands together. “This is so great. I love Mrs. Choi, but I’ll take cutting hair over odd jobs around the Inn any day. I’m gonna start. You ready? Wanna close your eyes?”




  “I think I can handle it.” Those six words may be the most sure I’ve been of anything since Mom’s funeral. Doesn’t say much, but I suppose it’s something.




  He laughs at my answer, so I laugh, too. I try to use humor sometimes to cover my issues, but I don’t for-real laugh much at all. Boy, it feels good.




  Maybe if I can handle a haircut, I can handle the rest of this unplanned stop in my life, after all.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Jake




  I had her number on the shop paperwork. I could have, should have, left a message on her voicemail and called it good. So she’s in a hurry to get out of town. She’s been here a few days already. What’s a couple days more?




  Not my problem.




  She’s got my jacket, which is what I tell myself is the reason I’m stopping by her motel room personally after work. I could wait until the next day. Except something in me had to stop. Maybe it was the memory of her smile and the cute-looking flour handprint stuck in my head all day. Or I just wanted to do the right thing and get her the info about her damn car. Yeah.




  I knock on her door and hear laughter inside. I question myself a second, third, fourth... twentieth time. This girl’s young, but she’s no kid. Found a civics textbook inside her car and a visor from Pritchard U. Clearly, she’s at least old enough to be hitting the books, maybe even old enough to have done a keg stand or two. I don’t need to be here checking up to see that she’s okay.




  Except I saved her ass once. I’d like to at least be sure it gets back out of town safely.




  I knock against my better judgment. What I have to say won’t take long, and I should’ve said it already. Once I do, I can get home and change for work at the bar.




  “Hey, man.” AJ greets me, which takes me by surprise. I don’t know him well, but I wonder why he’s here in her room. “Come on in.”




  AJ seems like a good enough guy. Friendly. Everyone refers to him as Mrs. Choi’s nephew even though everyone also whispers none-too-quietly about how he couldn’t possibly be related to her for real. Because, well, he’s definitely not Asian.




  None of my damned business either way. Small towns. Even when you try not to talk to anyone, you still hear all the gossip.




  “I need to give Cassie an update on her car.” I lean to the side. Past AJ’s shoulder, I catch a glimpse of her. She’s seated in a burnt-orange motel chair that’s been pushed into the bathroom. “I’ve got some numbers for you,” I tell her. “Also, I hoped you might be ready to return my jacket.”




  “Oh. Sorry. It got some dirt or something on the sleeve. I was going to have it cleaned.”




  I shrug. “It’s cool. I can take care of it.” Honestly, what do I care about a dirt smudge? Half my clothes are stained from the shop.




  “Great. Thanks. Um, so, how bad’s it gonna be?” She pops out of the chair and comes over, clutching a towel around her shoulders with a bright but uncertain smile. It’s funny—that night when I pushed her out of the road she seemed pissed-off and withdrawn. Today when she came in with the muffins she was friendly and almost flirty, if I was reading her right. Now she seems like she’s vulnerable and trying not to be.




  Of all the things, that wide look to her eyes and the tiny tremble in her lips is what socks me in the stomach. I take a step back to try to free myself from that look’s pull. “So I can get you a rebuilt engine, maybe one from a junkyard if I have time to look around. It won’t be as much as Bart said, but you’re still looking at around five grand, I’m afraid. I’ll give you a break on the labor if I can. And the tow. Cheaper than buying a new car maybe, but engines are expensive. There’s no real way to get around that.”




  Her face hardens and the smile sort of folds up and goes away, flattening into neat lines. “Well, that’s all kinds of awesome.” She crosses her arms over her chest like she’s cold. Probably the way she shields herself from bad news.




  I don’t know her, and I can’t get to know her even if I think I might like to. Even if I think it’s impressive how calmly she’s taking this bomb I’ve dropped.




  Then her eyes go to the floor for a while, and I’m left wondering where to look. I clasp my hands behind my back and inch closer to the door, glancing at AJ and again at Cassie. “The shop does have financing,” I mention. “I can ask the owner for an application.”




  Or she could ask the owner for her own damn application. I don’t know what I’m doing offering to hold this girl’s hand. I command my tongue to stop working its mojo without permission. I guess my tongue can’t stand to see her looking hurt any more than the rest of me.




  When she puts her hand to her forehead like the decisions are too much to handle, I admit I want to give her some support. Her shoulders curve under the weight of what I’ve told her, and I’m enough of an asshole that when my sense of duty pushes me over to put my arm around her, I remember the feel of her warm, rain-slicked body in my arms from a few nights ago.




  I send up a prayer of thanks when AJ sidles up and gives her a friendly pat on her back. It gives me an excuse to step backward. Carefully, I pull my hand away from her warm skin “Tell you what,” I say. “Think it over. Car’s not going anywhere with that hole in the engine block. Worst case, you find something new and I can have your old car towed to a junk yard for you. Won’t cost much. And if you decide to get the work done but you need to wait awhile to save up, they’ll comp you the parking fee on a repair bill that size. Trust me.”




  Trust me. What the fuck is this shit I’m saying? I’m not reliable for anybody when it comes to trust.




  Except when Cassie looks up at me with all that... that gratitude shining in her eyes, then I can’t bring myself to take it back. Fuck. Fuck.




  “That’s generous of you. I’ll think it over and let you know something as soon as I can. Thank you so much. For everything.”




  She stares too long after those last two words, and I turn to go before any more damage can be done. I’m halfway home before I realize I’ve left my jacket, and I’m not going back.




  
5. FRESH CUCUMBERS




  Jake




  Monday morning the coffee maker is busted at RJ’s shop, making all the bastards over there even bigger pains in the ass than usual. I’m at Delia’s, bent over the condiment counter and reading an article in The Evergreen Gazette. I dump raw sugar and cream into a to-go cup—RJ likes his dressed-up all fancy—when the warm, blunt edge of a chin presses into my shoulder.




  “Whatcha reading?”




  I squint and focus on the minuscule newsprint and the burning cup in my hand, because I don’t want this girl and I don’t even want to want this girl. I remind myself again how Cassie’s not even remotely the kind I go for, but my body’s far too aware of how her chest presses into my back with each breath we both take and her words smell like cinnamon.




  I happen to love cinnamon.




  Slowly, I put the coffee and the paper down. With the milk pitchers and whatnot on one side of us and the fact that turning around would put us front to front, I don’t like my options for moving. Finally I slide the coffee tray sideways, smiling as I turn to face her. “Ma’am, if you have a question about your car I suggest you call the shop.” God save me, I’m trying to do the right thing here.




  The way she smirks in return, I figure she understands the brushoff but doesn’t feel like playing along. Instead, she grabs the paper behind me from off the condiment counter, and I groan on the inside. “Ma’am? Really?” She looks at the side of the paper I left laying up. “I wouldn’t have taken you for a guy who keeps up with the local spelling bees,” she says as her grin gets wider.




  My sister won a state championship last year and there was a thing about it in the paper. I left home before she was born but my stepmom managed to send a birth announcement before I changed my name. I like to keep tabs in case there’s any news about her, because whatever my stepmom did, the kid’s still my sister.




  I don’t tell Cassie any of that, because I don’t tell anyone about my family. “Just checking out the Farmers’ Market,” I lie as I point to the column next to the one about the girl who lost the whole bee over possessive versus plural. Poor fucking kid.




  She raises that eyebrow even higher. “Big fan of cider and fresh cucumbers?”




  “The biggest.” I lick my lips without meaning to and realize my field of vision has settled too far south of her nose, on the dip above her lips, the smooth curve of her I’m-on-to-you smile and then down to the long, graceful arc of her throat.




  Dammit. If I remind myself I’m not supposed to like her enough times, maybe it’ll be true. I keep waiting for the moment when she’s gonna act all crazy like the girl who jumped in front of a truck, but every time I see her she’s... Well, I don’t know if “normal” is right. Nobody’s really normal, are they?




  She flutters her eyelids and shakes her head. Not in a flirty way, almost like she’s about to roll her eyes at me but then thinks better of it. With a crinkle and a flash of white she holds up the paper that’s been in her hand the whole time. “I wondered if buying another used car might be cheaper. I’ve been looking around for options. I found this old two-seater. I’d have to get rid of some stuff since it has like, zero cargo space, but it might be worth it for the gas mileage.”




  Jesus. I try to ignore the sour feeling in my gut, the disbelief that this girl would leave her possessions by the side of the road if she can’t afford to fix her car. I shake my head and crumple the paper, tossing it in the trashcan next to the condiment counter. “No way.”




  She drops her mouth open, and I can’t help but smile at her comical expression. “I’ve worked on that car, it’s got issues,” I tell her with a tired breath. I’m feeling last night’s shift at the bar, and I’m anxious to get across the street and drink my damn coffee. But her worried look keeps me from walking away.




  “Issues?”




  “Issues. The owner rear-ended someone pretty hard. The frame isn’t stable and the AC is shitty. You’d bake in this summer heat, and if you hit something, you’ll break your legs. You need something safer.”




  This time, she does roll her eyes. Rolls ’em hard. “I’m pretty sure safe isn’t in my price range, Jake.”




  After what I did to save her that night, her saying that sets my teeth on edge. “What about taking the bus to wherever you need to go and saving up for something reliable when you get there?”




  She bites her lip. “That won’t exactly work.”




  It’s none of my business, but I ask anyway. “Why not? You could ship some of your stuff ahead if that’s your concern.”




  “No, it’s...” She almost looks confused. “It’s a long story.” She’s tense now, her eyes shiny like she might turn on the waterworks.




  Shit. Now I feel like a real jerk.




  Jake Chris, making girls cry since 2007.




  I pick up the holder of coffees. “All right. Look, the car’s no good. I didn’t save your life to have your front end crumple around you the first time someone taps your bumper. We’ll figure something out. Don’t worry.”




  We. Seriously? We. Fuck.




  I wink and tug a newly-shortened strand of her sandy hair as I walk off to try and defuse the fact that I just promised to help her fix this fucking problem of hers. I’m not sure how that happened. Didn’t want her doing something stupid, that’s all.




  When I turn back on my way out the door I’m glad to see she’s focused on talking to a customer, bent down and listening to whatever question they’re asking. As I head back across the street, I pretend my heart’s not beating any faster than it was when I walked into the bakery. I’ve got a lot of oil changes this morning, and apparently I gotta see about finding this girl an engine, pronto.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  I guess this town really goes all out for Independence Day. I stepped outside of the bakery for my break one afternoon and saw a good old-fashioned, small-town parade, with cars and kids on bikes and streamers and the whole thing. Only a few dozen people, but the enthusiasm was catching.




  Delia said they go up and down Main Street and then gather at the Heart and Hearth restaurant, which is right across from the Grove Inn. It’s the town’s one frou-frou, fancy place.




  When I was young, I thought it would be a neat day to have a birthday. After all, I knew for sure there would be fireworks. It was awkward as I got older to be like, “Yeah, and by the way, it’s my birthday, too.” This year, I’m alone, I’m in a strange place, and I need to be cautious about spending money. No partying for me.




  Delia gave me my first two weeks’ pay, but it isn’t a lot so I need to be careful. The money left from my mom’s house needs to get me somewhere I can start building a future. Somewhere safe.




  Without a car, I won’t get anywhere fast. I keep wondering if maybe I should break down and buy something newer, but I can’t justify spending that much. I haven’t finished college or chosen a career. I don’t know how I’ll support myself when I get to wherever I’ll decide to settle.




  I try distracting myself with a Glee marathon after work, but it makes me antsy to be stuck inside on such a nice day. I stick my head outside the door of my room, startled to realize the sun has dropped out of the sky, and even more startled that I actually kind of want to go somewhere to celebrate my birthday after all. The balmy Friday evening has that alive feeling my friends back home and I used to love. The one that said it was a good night to go out and forget our troubles.




  God, I would love so much to forget my troubles. Only, as much as I think I’ve grown leaps and bounds in the confidence department, going out alone doesn’t seem like a great plan. I’d have to walk downtown or up to the overlook where the folks said the best firework viewing would be. Either way, a girl walking alone in a town where she doesn’t know many people is a bad plan.




  I take a chance and slide over to knock on AJ’s door. I’m listening to the bang and crackle of people shooting bottle rockets somewhere nearby, when he comes bustling out the door.




  “Hey you.” He looks me up and down. “You okay? It’s too early for anyone to look so tired.”




  “I’m good.” I straighten and try to hide the worry I can’t stop chewing on. “Trying to decide whether to go out or stay in.”




  “Out! Always out. What are you thinking?” He looks at me like I suggested something appalling.




  I manage to laugh even though lately there hadn’t been much to laugh about. That lift in my chest surprises me. “I guess I just...” Studying AJ’s earnest face, I decide to go with the truth. Or part of it, anyway. “It’s, uh... It’s my birthday, you know? I don’t know if I’m in an apple pie and sparklers place this year.”




  He reaches inside the door and flips off the light. “Oh. Shit. Well, we gotta go out for drinks. You can drink, right?” He starts to grab my hand and then stops with an expression of mock horror.




  I shake my head and give a slight smile. “I can now.” Those three little words bring up more pain than expected. This is my first birthday without my mom, and it’s a big one. I push the sadness down, the wishing she’d have wanted to be here with me. I force my smile wider. “What’d you have in mind? I have to watch my spending, but I hate to stay inside listening to fireworks all night. I could maybe go out for a little while. If you’re up for it.”




  It’s this debate I have with myself all the time. I hate staying inside, keeping myself isolated. I was such an extrovert before. Still, going out tonight feels weird. A little like I’m not supposed to, or I’m not supposed to want to. I’m still working on finding that place where trying to have fun doesn’t have to be someone else’s idea. And it shouldn’t inconvenience anybody, because I just hate to be a burden.




  I burdened my mom, after all, didn’t I?




  AJ stands there in the doorway biting his lip thoughtfully for long enough that I have to work not to squirm. “You know, it’s cool if you have plans. I should really be looking around for some more transportation options—”




  “No-no, stop.” He tugs my arm with a laugh. “Chill, sweetie, I’m thinking is all.” He bites his lips some more. “I mean this town is so tiny, we really only have a couple of options for celebrating. The Heart and Hearth is doing their big, schmancy BBQ buffet, but that’s probably a little rich for both of us. Plus it’ll be crowded. There’s Joe’s place, that little pub-type deal above the bakery? It’s kind of a hole, but they have good wings and nachos. I like this bar a couple of towns over, but I was thinking I don’t know if the local bus is running the regular schedule since it’s a holiday. That’s... that’s all. No sweat.”




  There’s a local bus? Jake failed to mention that when he said the out of town station was fifteen miles away, that sneaky jerk.




  AJ squeezes my hand and offers a hopeful smile. I take a deep breath, and the anxious scampering in my chest slows down. Meanwhile, I feel like an idiot on so many levels.




  The minute I met AJ, I thought he seemed friendly and nice. Then the second he hesitates, I wonder if he’s decided I’m not worth the time to hang out. What’s wrong with me?




  Maybe if I weren’t getting so used to people leaving me when I needed them.




  “I’m sorry.” I squeeze his hand back, wishing like I do so many times that I could rewind to before I’d zoned out and acted like a freak. “I just...”




  AJ looks at me like I’ve worried him. “Hey, you okay?”




  A confession—my loneliness and insecurity—sticks in my chest. That’s the stuff nobody wants to know. Nobody needs to know “Yeah. Yeah, I’m just— You know, I’m still getting used to waking up at the crack of dawn to bake dozens of muffins.”




  He laughs. “Well, you feel free to bring me more of your screw-ups anytime. Those last ones were good.” He brightens. “Listen, why don’t we head over to Joe’s? My treat. We won’t stay long if you’re tired.”




  I worry about AJ offering to pay for me, since I suspect a skinny guy living in a motel probably isn’t doing much better off for money than I am. I don’t want to offend him though, and like he says—we won’t stay long.




  “Sounds like a plan.” Actually, when I think about it, I manage to smile.




  Going out, to parties or really anywhere, is one of those things I’d stopped doing back home. People looked or they whispered or the really bold ones asked questions. I was afraid to drink really at all, because every guy who met me knew my history and might think of me as vulnerable. I hardly remember what it’s like to do much more than sip some cheap wine in front of the television simply so I could say that I did.




  I grab my sweater in case the night gets chilly and link my arm through his. Maybe tonight I’ll get to feel normal for a change.




  I like that idea.




  
6. HOTTIE MCBARTENDER IS HOT




  Cassie




  “I hope you’re not a vegetarian.” AJ lands a plate of the best-looking, greasiest bar food I’ve ever seen on the table in front of me.




  Mostly since I got to Evergreen Grove, I’ve been living on stuff Delia lets me take home from the coffee shop. This steaming pile of meat and cheese looks pretty much like nirvana. I shake my head and go at the pile with a fork. “No, I’m a big fan of savory meats and cheeses. My mom was a vegetarian, though.”




  “Was?” He gives a perceptively sympathetic head tilt but doesn’t ask any other questions.




  “Yeah.” I wish I had a better filter sometimes. I shrug, not wanting to kill my birthday buzz before it’s gotten started.




  AJ, God bless him, doesn’t push. Instead, he slaps his hand on the table and gives me a big grin. “We need some drinks to go with all of this grease. I’m thinking margaritas or a frosty beer. Preference?”




  “Surprise me,” I say. I shrug again, this time matching his huge smile because he’s doing a little dance to the old-school Aerosmith coming over the sound system. I can’t help but find it humorous. He’s trying to cheer me up, and I’m grateful.




  We’re settled in on the back patio, and I lean back in my chair to suck down a deep breath while AJ heads inside. The night air smells smoky and warm from all the fireworks and the celebrations, which reminds me of things like camping trips back home. Things I’d nearly forgotten. The little city of Connor wasn’t all bad. It’s just that there toward the end, I couldn’t remember much of the good.




  I look around the patio. AJ called Joe’s Place a hole but it’s kind of quaint in my opinion. Definitely small, but clean and neat with those big heater things in case the weather turns cold. A cheesy strand of colored Christmas lights around the awning adds a little ambiance. It’s basic, but comfy.




  The door swings open again with another person going through to the main restaurant. On the other side, AJ is by the bar, chatting with whomever is mixing drinks. I freeze with a chip halfway to my mouth, when I recognize who he’s talking to.




  Jake.




  Turns out the bartender at Joe’s also happens to be my sort-of mechanic and grumpy, reluctant savior. It catches me off guard, the way the sight of his face, his strong jaw and full mouth makes my stomach feel funny. Maybe it’s the jalapeño I just bit into. I frown at the plate like maybe it’s got some explaining to do.




  Either way, I can’t seem to keep from looking up each time the door swings open to watch Jake chatting with customers and mixing drinks. He looks different up there behind the bar. Relaxed and definitely more attractive out of those stodgy mechanic clothes. Tonight he’s got on jeans and a simple dark muscle shirt that stretches across his chest and shows off his sculpted, tattooed arms. The colors marching up and down make me want to get close, make me curious to go over and touch his skin.




  I mean, because of the tattoos. I’ve always thought body art was cool. I have a little one—the Chinese symbol for strength—on my lower back. I got it in Ohio on a whim as I was heading out of town. I figured I could use all the fortifying I could get.




  I realize I’m staring at the door, watching for it to open again so I can get another glimpse of Jake. I breathe a little faster, hardly believing the things I’m thinking.




  AJ comes through the door with our drinks, and this time I stay focused squarely on him. “Here we are,” he says brightly.




  “Holy crap, I could swim in that drink. Thanks.” Okay I try to stay focused. As I grab the margarita and I’m licking the salty, sloshed-over bit from my thumb, Jake and his too-tight shirt head through the door. He drops off a basket of fries a few tables away where a couple of older guys and a younger one with a shaved head are sitting. The younger one looks closer to Jake’s age. Twenty-five? Thirty? Probably somewhere between those numbers.




  Jake must know them. He flips the last chair at the table around and sits to talk to the younger guy in short, hushed tones.




  He’s facing away from me, and I can see the way his back muscles move under his clothes. The bunching in his forearms stands out, even under the bright color of all those tattoos. A glint of some small, sparkly thing catches the light when he turns his head. I hadn’t noticed that he had an earring before. I bet he doesn’t wear it at the shop. It looks good on him.




  Helluva job I’m doing not paying attention. Bang-up. First class.




  AJ clinks his glass against mine. “I know, right? Hottie McBartender is hot.”




  Busted. I cough and try to come up with something else I could’ve been staring at, but that broad back is directly in my line of sight. I cram a nacho in my mouth, shrugging to buy some time. “He... sort of saved my ass the night I got here,” I explain finally. “My car died. I was stranded by the exit to Evergreen Grove in the middle of a rainstorm. I almost got hit by a truck. He bailed me out.” Never mind that I stupidly put my own ass in the path of the truck. We’re not going there.




  AJ’s eyes are wide enough to be comical, like one of those cartoon babies. Except the subject is serious. “Shit. Yeah, I remember he drove you to the motel. You’re okay, right? I guess you must be. But... I mean...”




  I take another drink, deciding right then that a) I freaking love margaritas, and b) I better slow my roll because back home we got drunk on whatever cheap wine or watered-down beer we were able to score from the guy at the Quick Mart who didn’t check IDs. This drink is goooood.




  “I’m fine,” I reassure him. “All I’m saying is that he pretty much literally saved me, and he’s trying to help me with my car or whatever so, you know...” I try to wave the whole thing away with my hand. If only everything was that easy. “It’s not like I’m hot for him. Just gratitude. That’s all.”




  “Really?” AJ grinned. “Cuz you kinda look like you wanna show him exactly how grateful you are. I would if I were you.” He bites his lip and wiggles his eyebrows to make his meaning clear.




  I laugh so hard I spit my drink across the table. “You’re terrible.” I see Jake turn toward us from the corner of my eye and try not to let on that I notice.




  “Callin’ it like I see it.”




  I shake my head in denial and take another drink. Tonight, I decide to deny everything except margaritas and nachos. “Nah,” is all I say.




  “Why the hell not?”




  I shrug. I don’t have a great answer. I left home because I decided I didn’t want to let fear make my decisions anymore. Leaving the only home you’ve ever known comes off as pretty brave on the surface, huh? Then again, I also left because I was tired of the whispers, the prying eyes, and the expectations I couldn’t get out from under. Maybe not so brave after all.




  Maybe that’s just running away.




  “Come on,” AJ urges as he pushes my drink toward me again. “You’re totally gorgeous. Especially with your new haircut.”




  “Biased opinion.” But I smile again.




  “Come on and drink more, we’re supposed to be celebrating. Maybe you’ll get mellow enough to take a compliment.”




  That would require trusting that people are being honest, and I haven’t trusted that in a long time. I take a drink anyway and hope he’s right. If nothing else, I’m starting to get a friendly little buzz. “So,” I say poking at his arm. “Tell me how you wound up living next to me at the Grove Inn.”




  “Hmm. Okay.” A grimace crosses his face. “So you may have guessed that I’m not really Mrs. Choi’s nephew.”




  A light giggle slips out of my mouth, and I wonder when I did that last. The guys a couple of tables over look at me. Jake does too as he rises to head back to the bar. “I did wonder. I guessed maybe by marriage or something.”




  A wry smile comes from AJ. “Yeah. Something is right.” He tips his chair back. “So my parents kicked me out. Blah, blah. Long sob story.”




  Holy shit. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”




  He waves me off, and I totally get it. I got tired of people saying that, too. “Anyway, I used to hustle for money...”




  No freaking way. “Seriously? You mean like, sex and stuff?”




  His cheeks turn hot pink. “It honestly wasn’t terrible. I met up with this guy who worked upscale hotels. Rich clients. Good money. I was doing pretty well until I found out screwing rich clients still doesn’t keep you from getting cut up with a switchblade and left lying in your own blood.”




  I squeeze his hand because I can’t not squeeze his hand. It hits too close to home. “AJ...” I don’t know what else to say. It hurts. It hurts to think of someone doing that to any human being, much less one I know. It hurts because it makes me think of that afternoon I was attacked and what happened to the guy who tried to save me.




  AJ only shrugs. “Mrs. Choi was assistant manager at the hotel back then. Housekeeping called her. She took me to the hospital, and then took me to her place to stay. Next thing I knew she’d basically adopted me.”




  His smile is sad and the reality of it makes me sadder. “But...” I don’t know how to ask without being rude. “You’re okay now, more or less?”




  He lifts an eyebrow. “I’m healthy, yeah. I had a rule about protection. Wasn’t much, but it was something. And the guy didn’t cut anything vital, thank fuck.” He puts a hand on mine. “Hey listen, I’ve got it good. I fix stuff around the motel and I man the desk at nights so Mrs. Choi doesn’t have to. I have a place to stay for free. This awesome chick moved in next door and she seems fun to hang out with. Someday, I hope I can cut hair for real, but until then I rely on unsuspecting victims like you.”




  I laugh and sip at my drink, basking in the golden glow of being a cheap date. “I do like the haircut. And I’m glad things turned out well for you.” I glance over my shoulder, thinking I heard the swish of the door, but no. “I meant the attack. That’s scary.” That’s something I know better than anyone.




  AJ nods. He’s quiet for a minute before he answers. “It was a good wake-up call, but I feel like I got lucky. I heard stories about guys who had it worse. I don’t date really, but maybe I’ll want to someday.”




  “You will,” I promise him. I know we all take our own paths to healing, but he’ll get there. I eventually had a college boyfriend long after what happened in that record store, and even though it didn’t work out, I hope that one day I can have a real relationship. Maybe even one that isn’t tentative and damaged.




  AJ gives me a playful kick under the table. “You’re sure you’re not interested in Jake?”




  God, I’m still watching the door, aren’t I? I roll my eyes, feeling silly. “Even if I wanted to go for it, not that I do, he wouldn’t be interested.”




  “You don’t know unless you try.”




  “Whatever.” A slurping sound from my straw alerts me that I’ve reached the bottom of my glass. “I was just thinking I should go get us more drinks, that’s all.”




  “If you say so.”




  “I do say so, thank you very much.”




  AJ laughs and hands me his empty glass.




  I wink at him and head into the bar.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Jake




  I’m wiping down the bar when Cassie comes in off the back deck with two empty glasses dangling from her fingers. The raucous laughter from Dante and his crew follows her through the door, and so do Dante’s curious eyes. I’m not proud of the way his interest makes my jaw tense up or my pulse jump to attention, but she’s a nice girl and Dante...




  Well. Dante’s a friend, but he’s got some baggage.




  Like I’m one to judge about issues.




  “You know you can leave the glasses on the table,” I say with more ingratitude in my voice than intended. My mother would have been disappointed.




  “Course I can, but I do wait tables myself, you know. Bussing sucks. I was coming this way. Thought I’d help out.” She puts the glasses down and leans across the bar, a pose that manages to wrap innocent and come hither all into one package. I wonder if she has a clue, or if it’s something girls do on purpose. Another girl, I’d say yes.




  Her? Unclear.




  She’s right that bussing tables sucks, and I’d appreciate the gesture more if it didn’t mean she’d come back for another round. From the telltale flush in her cheeks and the brightness in her eyes, another drink will slide her over the border from tipsy to straight-up drunk. Three would be a mistake. I know drunks, and she isn’t one.




  “Can I get you some water?” I’m filling a glass before she has a chance to answer. After salty nachos and a couple of drinks I’d lay money the girl’s gonna be draggin’ ass in the morning. I stick a straw in and slide it over, leaving no room for discussion.




  “Hey. Thanks.” Her smile brightens the inside of Joe’s dim bar. “That’s a good idea.”




  I tap my forehead. “Not my first rodeo.”




  “No, I’m sure it’s not.” She wrinkles her nose at that. Huh. But then she seems to change her tune. “Can I please get two more of those, also?” She points at the empty glasses.




  I consider trying to talk her out of them, but it’s only her second drink and I’m not her father. I do take the liberty of making them a little smaller, and lighter on the alcohol. “So you guys got a ride home tonight?”




  She swallows. “Uh. No. But it’s not like it’s far to walk.”




  I find myself gritting my teeth, the heat and burn of it grabbing hold of the back of my skull. “I recall the night you and I met, you were standing in the middle of the road. You gonna wind up doing that again?” This time, I see hurt flash across her face at the rough judgment in my words.




  God help me, that was shitty. But it’s like she was asking to get mowed down that night. I sure as hell can’t get out of my head the way she stood there—just fucking stood there, while the rain soaked her clothes—like she was waiting for that truck to flatten her.




  Fuck, maybe she did have some kind of fucked-up death wish. Maybe I need to leave it the hell alone. I can’t seem to.




  Her fingers curl up into a fist. “I already told you I wasn’t trying to get hit,” she says with fire sparking up in her narrowed eyes. “I was about to move when you pushed me.”




  Funny how I always thought light brown was sort of a boring color for eyes. The way Cassie’s flash and dance under Joe’s minimal bar lights makes me think differently. “Oh yeah?” I set her drinks out, closer to me than to her. “What if you hadn’t moved fast enough? What if I hadn’t shown up that night?”




  She’d been soaking wet with no idea where to go. She’d mentioned a dying phone battery. What would she have done? Does she think about it? I sure do. Way the hell more than I should, which is really not at all. This girl is not my fucking problem. Not my friend, not my sister, not mine in any way.




  I landed in Evergreen Grove because I needed to quit fighting and Dante’s uncle had some basement space we could both crash in until we found our feet. I liked the fact that the town was so small you couldn’t even find it on any maps. I wanted to be anonymous, and this place fit the bill.




  Getting all wrapped up in this chick’s issues? Stupid. In more ways than I can count. Even if she was trying to kill herself that night. Especially if she was trying to kill herself that night.




  For a while we don’t do anything but stare, with Cassie and her flashing hazel eyes giving off every brand of “fuck you” they can throw my way. Me and my stubborn ass with my fists braced on the bar. The kitten may have claws, but if she thinks she’s got what it takes to make me back down, then she’s already had too much to drink.




  You’ve gotta have access to my heart for that, and nobody does. Nobody will.




  All at once she bites her lip and I see her going for the drinks, but I slap my hand over hers. “You shouldn’t be walking home late. It’s dangerous.”




  She gives me a look like she’s being patient with me. “It was good enough to get here. I’ll have AJ with me. We’ll be fine.”




  She gestures toward the patio door where her buddy is probably waiting for her to return with the drinks. Dante chooses that moment to come inside, and I don’t like how he’s looking at her. Too much like he had a good dinner, and she could be dessert.




  The icing on the cake comes when AJ calls through the open door. “Hey birthday girl, you bringing us drinks or what?”




  Stupid fucker.




  Dante grins at Cassie, veering her way like a homing missile. “Birthday girl, eh?”




  She smiles slightly, trying to take the drinks again. “What do I owe you?”




  My hand tightens over hers. “On the house.” I lean close, so nobody else can hear me over the din of music and chatter in the bar. “If you let me give you and AJ a ride back tonight.”




  I can’t even believe it when she starts to pull away. “I can pay for the drinks.”




  I’m still gripping her hand and feeling a surprising unwillingness to let the subject drop. “You’re not walking home in the dark on a night when everybody’s out getting stupid, with nobody but your skinny sidekick for protection.”




  She presses her lips together, giving me what I figure is supposed to be a death stare for a few seconds before she caves. “Fine. My feet hurt anyway,” she says with a slight smile.




  Cassie turns to go back to her table with her friend, and I turn to deal with Dante. My chest is tight and my heart is skipping around. I don’t take time to wonder why getting what I wanted has me more weirded-out than I was before.




  
7. THE HISTORY OF SUCKAGE




  Cassie




  AJ and I have finished our nachos and made our way inside the bustling restaurant-area. I’m trying to get the hang of some sort of game that is, as far as I can tell, like a form of tabletop shuffleboard. I’m not really sure because I’ve never actually played shuffleboard. Also, because I’m about to finish my second margarita.




  I think the goal is to slide this puck thingie down a long, wooden lane into a bunch of triangles that spell out different point values. The idea is to land on the triangles without sliding your puck doohickey so far it falls off the table.




  I suck at this game worse than anything has sucked in the history of suckage. Either I slide the puck right onto AJ’s feet, or it glides to a stop in the dead center of the table. As in, nowhere near the end zone.




  “Okay wait-wait-wait. Wait.” I put one hand up and poise the other one to shoot, certain I’ve got the hang of it this time. The last one I got a little closer, but not quite close enough. So I figure if I just finesse it a little...




  I let the puck-thing fly.




  “Holy shit, you are terrible at this game.” AJ laughs and slugs the last of his drink, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. With an exaggerated look of pain, he leans down to pick up the puck from where it’s landed. On his foot. Again.




  “I’m sorry. I guess I am. At least I’m really good at being bad at it.”




  He laughs harder. “Honey, tell me you’re not shitfaced from only two drinks.”




  “I’m not! I swear.” Really, I’m pretty okay. It’s only that I haven’t been buzzed in a long time, and it’s been even longer since I’ve laughed. Being silly feels great.




  My buzz dials down a notch when I look up and see Jake talking to a waitress behind the bar. I’ve seen her around all night. The bar isn’t large. She and Jake seem to work the same way I do at the coffee shop downstairs: sometimes behind the bar, sometimes checking on people at their tables to clear drinks or get refills.




  There’s nothing about her that seems wrong exactly. She’s petite and pretty, with blond hair and freckles. A dimpled smile that makes me think of our head cheerleader back in high school. Except the way she touches Jake each time she leans in to talk to him doesn’t make me cheerful at all. It makes the hair on my neck stand up.




  I’ve never been the kind to get jealous. Hell, the second Keith looked like he might stray, I was stupidly relieved for the excuse to make a break for it. Being with him was stifling.




  I shouldn’t even care what Jake does. He was in the right place at the right time the night I inadvertently landed in this town. He’s been a friend, sort of. Or at least a semi-friendly acquaintance. It doesn’t mean I care what he does or who he does it with. To. Whatever.




  I don’t care. I don’t.




  Waitress Cheerleader giggles, loud and bright from behind the bar.




  Okay, maybe I care a little.




  AJ’s snapping his fingers in front of my face. “Hellooo. Anybody home?”




  I blink and take a step back, smacking at AJ’s hand. “Oh, stop.” I gesture slightly, trying not to be rude and point in their direction. “Jake offered to give us a ride home after his shift. I’m wondering if we need to make other plans.”




  AJ looks delighted. “You’re into him.”




  “Nuh-uh. I only wanna know if we need to walk back.”




  “Uh-huh. No, you are. I get it. He’s big, he’s buff. He’s broody. I’ll warn you though, the rumor since I’ve been around is that he never dates. Lotsa women have tried. LeeAnne over there, I don’t know what the story is, but I wouldn’t wanna get your hopes too high for anything serious.”




  I shrug and try not to let disappointment work its way in. What is there to be disappointed about? “As soon as I come up with a solution for my car, I’m out of here,” I remind us both.




  “And then where to?” AJ puts the puck thing back on his end of the table.




  “I don’t know.” This I admit quietly, even in the din of the little bar and grill. “I figured it’d be this road-trip adventure. Me and my guitar. Eventually I’d find a place I like and settle down. Get a job. Play some gigs. Maybe go back to school.” I shrug again, my very mature go-to gesture for when I feel like I ought to have something smart to say, but don’t. “I hit an unexpected road bump early on, that’s all.”




  “Well, Joe does Karaoke and open mike nights once in a while. You should talk to him about playing here.” AJ points to a small stage at the far end of the room, near one end of the bar. It hardly looks like it would even hold a full band, but it’s not bad for a solo singer.




  Nerves and heaviness grab hold of me. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m sorta out of practice.” I can’t tell him I’m afraid. I told myself I wouldn’t be. You can’t be a singer who’s afraid to go on stage.




  A big body slides up next to me. “Hey, Birthday Girl. What’s this I hear about you playing guitar? You sing, too?”




  It’s that big guy from earlier. The handsome one from a few tables over. Jake seemed to know him, but I couldn’t tell if they liked each other. He seems nice enough, but a little drunk.




  “I do.” I shrug again, trying to be polite but cautious since I don’t really know him. I wonder how long he’s been standing nearby that he heard our conversation.




  “Hey, you’re empty.” The guy reaches around to tap my glass. “Let me buy you and your friend another.”




  I look across to AJ as we both make noises of “thanks, but no thanks.”




  “Aww, come on.” He bumps his bulky arm against mine. “Be a birthday gift. Gotta let people buy you drinks on your birthday.”




  “I have work tomorrow, but thanks for the offer.” There’s not much to worry about. On the weekends, the bakery opens late. I simply do my best to avoid situations where I’m out of control. A couple of drinks is one thing. Bleary-eyed shitfaced is another.




  “Actually...” Jake slides up, shrugging a denim jacket over his broad shoulders. “I’m about to give these two a ride home. Joe’s closing up tonight.” He slaps his hands down on Whatshisname’s shoulders, giving him that coach/champ rubdown sort of move for a few seconds. Tall Dude doesn’t seem to like it. “Hey, Dante, I think Timo’s looking for you.”




  The guy raises his eyebrows. “Oh yeah? What for?”




  “Maybe you oughta go find out.”




  This Dante guy looks from me to Jake and AJ. Back to me. Back to Jake. Then he laughs, and I wonder why the rest of us aren’t getting the joke. He grins at Jake though, and takes a few steps away.




  I don’t mind him backing off. He seems nice, but I’m weird sometimes about personal space.




  “Yeah man,” Dante says. “I’ll go see what he needs.” He turns to me and does a quick grab of my chin, more like a parent touching a child than anything else. “Catch you later on, Birthday Girl.”




  Jake motions with his arm and heads for the door, weaving through the packed tables. “Let’s go,” he grumbles over his shoulder.




  He seems so agitated that I open my mouth to tell him we can get another ride. Or, by the way, we can hoof it like we’d originally planned. The moon is bright and tons of people are shooting fireworks still. The night is clear. We’ll be as safe as can be, all things considered.




  My protest falls on deaf ears. The only indication he heard me is a hasty wave of his hand, something that looks like the gesture equivalent of “go sell it someplace else.”




  When we get to his truck, I try again: “Look, you really don’t have to—”




  With the sound of his boot on gravel, he spins to face me. All at once we’re standing too close, and irritation blazes in his blue eyes. “Would you please stop fucking around and get in the truck?”




  He takes a breath and his eyes soften, turning clear under a white burst of fireworks overhead. “Come on, Cassie,” he whispers.




  His lips are so close to me that it makes mine tingle. I get in the truck.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Jake




  AJ jumps out and books to his room as soon as I pull up to the Grove Inn, waving a quick “thanks” my way. I return the gesture and turn back to Cassie, who’s scooted to the edge of the bench seat to get out.




  “Here, I’ll walk you up to the door.” I’m pushing out of the truck and heading around to the passenger door practically on autopilot. I’ve run on a mix of scared kid and pissed-off punk ever since I left home eight years ago, but tonight I’m jittery with the need to throw a punch or otherwise move around to release this shit pent up inside me.




  Under other circumstances, I might be buried inside LeeAnne Winters right about now, and that’s usually good for drowning out the noise in my head. For a while, anyway. But I got all big-brother and offered Cassie a ride, and anyway LeeAnne is a bad habit I need to quit before someone gets hurt.




  She’s starting to expect things I can’t give. Or won’t. Really, it’s the same. She claims she and her husband are separating or I’d never have started seeing her. Still, their supposed separation seems to be taking the scenic route, and it doesn’t mean the guy wouldn’t try and prove a point if we ever got caught. It also means the more time goes on, the more she might start to expect a commitment even when I told her I couldn’t offer one.




  Cassie’s looking up at me with the same wide, curious eyes she had the night I found her. This time though, there’s no drowned vulnerability. Her eyes sparkle from moonlight and the occasional firework popping overhead. Whether it’s makeup or the result of alcohol, a heavy blush stains her cheeks. An easy smile, a slightly silly one, pulls at her lips.




  I haven’t seen her smile like this before. It looks great on her.




  “Come on.” I hold out my hand to pull her from the Chevy. “Let’s get you inside. I bet you want to get warm.” Even though it’s summer, the night has gotten breezy. I can make out goosebumps popping up on her forearms.




  “Yeah.” She grins and glances up at the night sky before grabbing hold of my hands with both of hers, and letting me drag her out of the truck.




  She’s wrapped her fingers around mine tight enough that I might hurt her if I tried to pull away. She’s got those newly cut curls tucked behind her ears and she’s biting her lip like she’s nervous. Even if I wanted to pull away, it would be hard. Part of me doesn’t want to at all.




  I figure if I lived in a motel that rented rooms by the week and I didn’t have a clue what to do about getting my car fixed, I’d be as nervous as she looks, too. Still, I wiggle my fingers in hers because this is feeling too much like holding hands outside of her door while I drop her off. Too much like a date or something.




  “Hey, my hand’s sort of falling asleep here.”




  “Oh. Sorry.” She looks down at the place where our hands touch, like she’d forgotten she still had hold of me. Each of her fingers retracts except her thumb, which sort of rubs back and forth on the inside of my wrist. “I guess I just feel really comfortable with you. I’m not used to that.”




  “Feeling comfortable?” The pad of her thumb is soft against my skin, and I try not to pay too much attention. I could pull away. I don’t.




  She nods, taking a step closer. Her face tips up under the light by her door, lips parted and eyes wide in something that looks disturbingly like excitement. “I was so freaked out the night you found me out there on the highway. I thought...” She shakes her head. “I can’t believe the way you were there for me. You made me feel so safe.”




  Jesus. I know she’s only saying this stuff because she’s been drinking, but still. I’m feeling things I shouldn’t be feeling. Chest-puffing, ego-boosting, pulse-rushing things. The fucking look on her face...




  Don’t look at me that way.




  I’m still trying to come up with how to let her down easy when her fingers come up to my face. I’m supposed to say something right now, back away carefully and go home, but she’s tracing my jaw with the tips of her smooth fingers. I can’t say I hate the tingles her touch sends racing through my system.




  “Cassie,” I say finally. “I can’t... It’s great you can be comfortable with me, but whatever you’re looking for, I can’t give you.” I take a deep breath and put my hands on her hips. I mean to keep her from pushing closer, but she puts her hands to my shoulders and brings her body in so tight. I’d have to really shove her away if I wanted to create distance.




  Fuck me. I’m no man-whore, but I’ve been around the block enough times. This girl shouldn’t be one-upping me in the moves department. “Cassie,” I say her name again to try and get her attention. “I don’t think you’re listening.”




  “You don’t date.” She looks up at the sky again, letting out a big sigh. “I heard. That’s okay.” She turns to unlock the door, using the little step up into the room to give her some height. “I’m only in town for a little while, until I find a new car or you find me an engine I can afford. I had a serious boyfriend for a couple of years before I left home, and it was part of why I was anxious for a fresh start. I’d be okay with nothing serious.”




  No. I wouldn’t be okay with treating this girl like a hookup. Whatever her issues, Cassie is sweet and nice, and frankly I’m getting tired of fucking around to let off steam. With LeeAnne it’s one thing: the lady is married and we had an agreement. Nothing will ever come of that deal. With Cassie or anyone else, if it gets serious then I risk having to explain every ugly thing I’ve done. And having them hate me once they know.




  “I’m sorry.” I take one hand and give her knuckles a quick, gentle kiss. I’m not even sure why I do, except I guess I want her to feel better. I saw a guy do it to a woman on TV once, and the lady ate it up with a spoon. Cassie keeps on giving me a hurt look, but that’s one more reason to back away. She’s young, she’s nice, and she deserves to stay that way.




  She wouldn’t with me.




  “Listen, I’m not someone that anybody should get close to. I’m sure as hell not safe.” Even as I’m saying so, I accidentally brush my hips against hers. They’re warm and round, and soft. The curve and shape of them is in my head now, exactly like the way I know how she fits wrapped up in my arms. I’m hoping the six-pack at home in my fridge will help me later to blur the notion of what she’d feel like underneath me.




  Maybe I can still stop by LeeAnne’s. Maybe I’m not in the mood.




  “So nobody should get close to you? I thought the same thing about myself. It’s lonely though, right?” She looks worried about me now. That’s worse than when she looked like she wanted to kiss me.




  I tug on a strand of that hair one more time. An excuse to touch her without really touching her. “There’s no need to worry about me. I’m great.”




  I’m not looking at her when I say those last few words. I’m jingling my keys and looking back toward my truck, the universal symbol for “I really gotta get the fuck out of here.” This conversation is getting more touchy-feely than I know how to handle.




  So I’m busy thinking about getting back to the truck. I don’t see it coming when she reaches up to brush her lips across mine.




  It’s not an aggressive kiss. It almost doesn’t even qualify as a kiss at all, compared to what I’m used to. Her lips are as soft as I figured they would be from looking at them, and they fit so easily against mine. The way she throws her arms around my neck though, I’ve got this armful of Cassie and the only thing I want to do is hold on. Anyway, she could fall backward if I let go. I can’t let her fall.




  I open my mouth to remind her why this is all a bad idea, and instead of words I hear a low, strangled sound come out of my throat. She uses the chance to slide her warm tongue against mine. She’s a great kisser—an amazing kisser—soft but firm, and insistent. I don’t know why I didn’t expect her to be good. It means she’s kissed other guys, and right now I can’t think about her and other guys.




  Shit. Shit. She’s shifting against me, sliding so her shirt and my shirt are doing that dance where they decide to help each other ride up. The heat and silk of her stomach against mine are more than I can handle. Her bed is a few feet away through the doorway behind us and I have got to go. Right fucking now, I have to get out of here.




  I clamp my hands on her shoulders and step back. Way back, off the sidewalk that skirts the motel and down into the parking lot. “What was that?” I’m asking like I don’t know. Like I’m not trying to get my dick and my breathing back under control.




  She leans back against the door frame, looking at me with those glittery eyes. Her hair is messy and her lips are swollen, and the guy in me can’t help but love it.




  I did that. I put the beard burn on her face, and I made those lips look all kissed-up.




  I also can’t want more. More is impossible. “There are things you don’t know about me, okay? I’m no catch.”




  She crosses her arms over her chest like she’s protecting herself, but still gives a little smile. “You know, I used to call myself ‘damaged,’” she says.




  That’s not the response I was expecting. I don’t know what to say. She’s beautiful and young, and as far as I can tell, she’s perfect. I also know from experience that sometimes we hide our deepest scars and our ugliest, most twisted shit way on the inside. You gotta dig down to see it. That’s what I count on, anyway.




  “You shouldn’t.” It sounds like the wrong thing to say, but I’m not sure what else is right.




  She shrugs. “I don’t as much now. I’m not saying I don’t still have issues because I totally do, but...” Her index finger twists up into her hair, and instead of looking childish, the gesture looks thoughtful. “AJ was telling me tonight about this bad thing that happened to him and how he feels like he’s lucky because it could have been so much worse. I guess I was thinking maybe the same is true for me. I’ve had some real big stumbles, but I’m still here, and I’ve never kissed a guy who looks at me the way you do. Maybe it’s the margaritas, but I decided maybe I deserve to be looked at that way. I deserved to kiss a guy and let it feel good.”




  She bites her lip again and stares. I guess she’s waiting for an answer.




  I’m waiting to remember why I don’t want to kiss her again.




  “That’s a lot of deep thinking about a kiss.” Which also feels like the wrong thing to say. My blood’s all gone south. Fuck me.




  She smiles slightly. “I hope I can make it simple. I thought if I kissed you it would feel nice, and it did. It’s just that for me, something as simple as a kiss didn’t always feel comfortable or good. It’s a big deal for me, but it doesn’t have to be one for you. Okay? Goodnight, Jake.”




  I don’t say anything else as she backs into the room and closes the door. What the fuck do I say? Thanks? In that case, let’s go in that room there and finish what we started? What the fuck are you talking about? I’ll tell you my sob story if you tell me yours? It doesn’t matter now. She’s closed the door and I need to go.




  I can’t know her story. She can’t know mine. Even if I wanted to tell her, she’d only run the other way.




  How safe would she feel if she knew I’d killed a man? I don’t even have to ask.




  
8. SELF-LOATHING




  Jake




  I’ve gotta get this girl out of town. For days I call around to scrap yards I’ve already called before, and a few more that would be a ridiculous hike to get to so I can be sure my bases are covered. Sweet talking the folks at the manufacturer to try and get Cassie a deal on a refurbished engine gets me a promise of an extra-beefy warranty but only a ten-percent discount on the price. I know she needs more knocked off the total, but I figure I’ll take it to her anyway as soon as I clear my plate for the day.




  I’m filling out paperwork on my last inspection when Big Bart bellies up to the service counter, smelling like cigarettes and BO. “Jake, my man.”




  I’m not his anything, and I hate when he gets into my business. “What’s up, Bart?”




  “When we gonna get your girl’s car out of the lot?”




  She’s not my girl. I’m not your man. What’s your fucking problem?




  I rub my forehead and try to act like I’m thinking about his question. “Soon as I can find a replacement engine.”




  “Call Buster.” He jerks his stubby thumb at the prominent sign on our back wall.




  “I’ll have to try later on I guess.” I scratch the back of my neck and pretend like I’m focused on my notes. He doesn’t need to know I already called them and I already told Cassie how much it would cost. For what she would be getting, the deal was good, but she still looked like she wanted to cry.




  She may not be my girl, but that doesn’t mean I want to hurt her. Which is why I want to get her way away from me. Away from this town where guys like me and Dante came to have quiet lives after the world’s fucked us over royally and puked us out.




  I hang up the keys for the Toyota I worked on last and file the papers. “Hey, I’m gonna run and grab some coffee across the street before they close. Tell the boss I’ll be in early tomorrow.”




  “Coffee. Sure. Have fun, dude.” He snorts at me like he’s on to my big secret, and I don’t fucking care. He’s got a pregnant wife at home, ready to pop any day now, who never lets him go anywhere except work and the grocery store. He’s gotta get his jollies making other peoples’ lives more interesting.




  I grab the info on the engine and a stack of promising car listings and make my way across the street. I stop in the crosswalk when I see her through the window, thinking about the night of that kiss. The Fourth. Her birthday.




  Kissing Cassie wasn’t like kissing any woman I’ve ever been with. None of the fast, furious, grope-and-get-off sessions I’ve gotten used to since I left home. I try not to be selfish, but it’s usually best not to stick around and get comfortable. Everything is about maintaining distance.




  The way Cassie kissed was like a slow, gentle exploration. Looking at her now, I can taste her lips on mine all over again.




  A horn honks. She looks up and our eyes meet through the window right before I turn and give the finger to the guy who blasted at me. He had good reason. I’d stopped like some dipshit in the middle of Evergreen Grove’s brick-paved Main Street, replaying that moment Cassie kissed me and wondering why.




  But since the honking guy in the minivan is responsible for me getting caught in the act, he gets the force of my self-loathing. I add a second middle finger and storm across the road toward Cassie, trying not to look too happy to see her.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  Maybe if I ignore him, he won’t come in here.




  For someone who’s supposedly so anxious to leave town, I’m on day four... no, five... of avoiding my mechanic. I keep telling myself I shouldn’t have kissed him, but I can’t find it in me to be sorry. I am kind of embarrassed. I’ve only kissed four guys ever, in my twenty-one years of life.




  Four. Seems like a small number when I roll it over in my head. I can make it smaller if I take my first kiss out of the equation. Zeke Quincy, when I was twelve, and he kissed me on a dare. It was really more of an awkward mashing of mouths. He was my first though, and even now as I wipe down tables for closing, I remember he had the cutest smile. Blue eyes, too. Like Jake.




  Guess I’m a sucker for blue eyes.




  I don’t really count the next “kiss” after Zeke as a real one either. I try not to ever think about it. When I let my memory wander too far, I can feel the sharp points of a pair of office scissors against my throat. I can feel the slime of him pushing his lips against mine, and the way I tried to push him away even while I tried to convince him I liked it.




  Quiet. If you please me, I’ll let you live. Except I was fifteen, and my awkward kiss with Zeke Quincy and a few romance novels hadn’t prepared me for pleasing a psycho who followed me into the empty “used” section of my favorite downtown music store.




  I’ve heard girls say since then that they’d rather have died. It’s amazing though, in the moment, what you’re willing to do to stay alive. It’s why I have trouble understanding about what my mom did. It’s what I was trying to remind myself, that night with the truck.




  I remember I refused to use my tongue, so it wouldn’t be a “real” kiss, and that something in his mouth left chalky residue on my lips. Even now thinking about it makes me queasy. It makes my heart pound and my body go cold, like all I want is to run away.




  God, and I’d been doing so well since I got here. I hate, hate, hate that something good—something like kissing Jake—brings me back around to such a disgusting memory.




  I suck in a huge breath and put extra force into wiping the table in front of me, using my tension and my anger to rub out a stubborn piece of something stuck to the bistro top. Another deep breath and still another one helps to chase the memory away, but a tremor remains in my hands. Resentment and frustration linger, at Jake, at my mother, at being here at all. At that man who made it so I always look at the world through a cracked, smeared lens.




  I’m not someone that anybody should get close to. Whatever you’re looking for, I can’t give it to you.




  How on earth would Jake know what I’m looking for? I think of Keith, the guy who came... after. He was a perfectly decent boyfriend. Kissing him took work. I had to think about it. I had to focus so hard. He wanted so badly to be gentle with me that I felt awkward, which made being in the moment with him impossible.




  Kissing Jake... All I wanted was to feel normal. To kiss someone with none of that stuff attached. That’s all I wanted. I guess the margaritas may have helped. Still, it was good. It was nice. It almost felt normal.




  I do know the memory of that night with Jake plays in vivid color in my head. The fireworks, the stars overhead, the warmth of his lips on mine and the quick brush of my fingers on his stomach before he realized it had gone too far and pulled away.




  Every time I think of it, my breath catches and my heart beats faster.




  After everything I left home to escape, a memory that makes my pulse race for a good reason is one I’ll hold onto any way I can.




  Whatever you’re looking for, I can’t give it to you.




  Well, screw that and screw him. I got something fantastic out of that night, and that was exactly what I needed. It was all I needed. He can take his damage and his “I don’t date” and whatever else and peddle it down the street. I wasn’t looking to marry him for crying out loud.




  “Cassie. Hey.” I hear my name as that silly little bell over the door jingles to let us know someone’s come in.




  I know it’s him, but I still look around to make sure of who’s asking for me. Jake’s approaching with a roll of paper in his hand and a frustrated-looking frown on his face. I wonder if he’s still upset with me for what happened the other night. If he is, I guess he doesn’t have to offer me a ride ever again.




  I straighten up and try to look like him walking in with that intense line down the middle of his forehead doesn’t make my fingertips tingle. “Are you here for coffee? We’ve already shut down the cappuccino machine, but I can still get you a cup of dark roast. Or some tea.”




  “Actually, I came to talk to you about your car.” He holds up the roll of papers and moves to flatten them on a newly cleaned table. “Got a few minutes?”




  I glance over my shoulder at Delia, who’s clearing out the last few muffins and scones from the bakery case. “I should finish closing.” She seemed tired so I offered to stay later today. I don’t want to bail on her now.




  Delia flips a hand. “You’re not even supposed to still be here. Go on.”




  My heart thumps hard while we sit across from each other. It’s nerves about the car, right? I hope he’s brought me a solution, but I’m worried he hasn’t. I’ve resolved to put the rest of the never-was between us in the “happy memory” section of my brain, so it certainly couldn’t have anything to do with that.




  Still, I use the fact that he’s looking down at the table as an excuse to watch his face. The flutter of his lashes when he blinks. The way his throat works when he swallows. Not his lips. Not those. I look everywhere except there, like his strong nose and the dark stubble that has hints of auburn in the afternoon sunlight. Like the dimple in his chin that manages to make that strong, solid jawline look only slightly less intimidating.




  “So. I have a few different suggestions for you.” He points at a page with a price tag that almost makes my head explode.




  “Are you nuts? That’s like triple what a used engine would cost.” I scoot my chair back, ready to stand and walk away. Clearly, we’re not speaking the same language if he thinks I can afford that much for a car.




  His hand lands on top of mine. “Hang on. Hear me out.”




  I go still and mute, listening mostly because he’s shocked me by putting his hand on me. Sure, it’s a pretty platonic gesture. It’s still that same big, warm, callused hand that caressed the back of my neck for a few amazing seconds before he forgot our tongues shouldn’t touch. The hand that wrapped itself around my arm and pulled me out of the path of my own stupidity and an oncoming truck.




  “I’m listening,” I say. “But—”




  “It’s a certified pre-owned. You could put down however much you can afford, and as long as you have decent credit they would work with you to make the payments reasonable. It’s safer, it’s less out of pocket all at once. As soon you get to where you’re going and find a job, hopefully you’ll have enough to manage paying it off.” His feet bounce so fast the little bistro table rattles under his knees. He has a good idea, and I hate to tell him it won’t work.




  “I appreciate the suggestion, but it’s a big if.” I bite my lip knowing I shouldn’t, but I can’t seem to stop myself. I hate to smack down his suggestion, but this idea makes me too nervous. “I don’t even know where I’m going to land, or what I’ll get a job doing once I get there. Making enough to cover rent is one thing. Rent plus a car payment is even harder. It’s too big a risk.”




  He nods and pulls out a few ads for other used cars, but they’re all either out of my price range, or they need repairs even he seems unsure about. “This one,” he says, tapping the picture of an older sedan. “All I could find wrong is a cracked manifold. I can solder it easy enough, but the troubling thing is the mileage is high. These are good cars, but if you spend time and money to fix one thing, you never know what else might break. Especially when the car hasn’t been in your possession.”




  I can’t stop myself from smiling. “So not to sound stupid, but why’d you suggest this one if you think it has too many miles?”




  He shakes his head and moves the ad to the growing “no” pile. “Trying to cover all the options.” Another page comes out, this one hand-written and full of numbers. “I called again about a refurbished engine. I can maybe get them to come down a little on the price. Like five hundred bucks. It’s actually a really good deal.”




  All this money talk is making me queasy, and I’m wishing I hadn’t had those shots of espresso during my shift. It’s just that I haven’t slept well in... years, I guess. “That’s still like five grand for a new engine after labor and everything?”




  He gives a serious nod like he’d just told me my dog is dying. “Like I said, I can try to give you a break on the work. What I can’t be sure of is what else I might find when I get in there to remove the old one. Assuming your old engine mounts are still good and we don’t need any other parts, then yes. Probably closer to five.”




  Dammit. That’s such a huge chunk of my savings. I think of AJ and how lucky I am, and the fact that not much separates me from his stint of being forced to live on the street, except that I managed to hang onto a few bucks after my mother’s death.




  A voice in my head argues that this is the sort of situation that my mother’s money is supposed to be for. Another counters that all I have left of my mom is that money. The only safety I have is that money. If I spend it, what else is there? Besides... “Even if I spend all that money to fix the engine, what are the chances that something else will break as soon as it’s back on the road?”




  I don’t want to let fear make my decisions, but I don’t want to be reckless.




  Jake rubs a hand over his stubble. “The engine would come with a warranty, but it’s an old car. There are no guarantees.”




  No guarantees. That’s life, in a nutshell.




  “Maybe...” I push my hair out of my face. Feels like my whole head weighs less without all that length. Maybe I need to weigh less, too. So to speak.




  I stand and sweep the papers into a pile. “I appreciate all of this. Really. I think you were right before. What I need to do is figure out where I’m going to end up, get rid of all my crap, and buy a bus ticket.”




  There’s that pounding in my chest again. This time I know it’s me, my own nerves. I’ve gotten rid of so much of my stuff already, paring my belongings down to only what would fit in my car. I hate to toss the rest out like garbage.




  I’ll have to face the real reason I haven’t wanted to take the bus, which has less to do with not knowing where I want to end up and much more to do with a need for control. Wanting to be in charge of when to stop and go, and not wanting to be stuck in an enclosed space with strangers who I can’t get away from if they make me nervous.




  It all comes back to fear. Public transportation scares the crap out of me. But I can’t let it paralyze me.




  Jake opens his mouth to say something but Delia comes over then, sliding a bakery box onto the table. “Here, honey. Take these home. I’m not sure what you eat, but it doesn’t look like it’s enough.”




  Hot mortification engulfs my face. “Delia, thanks but I really don’t—”




  “You baked most of those anyhow, and I don’t have time to drive over to the shelter today. Take ’em.”




  I mumble a “thanks” to Delia’s retreating back and try not to make eye contact with Jake, who’s leaning across the table looking at me like I might puke on the floor any minute. Honestly, it’s iffy.




  “So,” he says once she’s disappeared into the kitchen area. “Is it the idea of taking the bus or eating more muffins that’s got you looking so green?”




  “Help yourself if you want some.” I slide back into my chair. Suddenly all that lack of sleep is catching up to me. “I’m a little, uh, muffined-out.”




  He lifts an eyebrow. “So what do you eat when you’re not eating here?”




  “Eh.” I manage to almost shrug one shoulder. “I keep cereal and granola bars in my room. AJ has a microwave, so sometimes I trade him muffins for something fancy like soup and crackers.”




  “Jesus Christ.” He grabs my hand and drags me toward the door. “Come with me.”




  My hand latches onto his, my body and lizard brain ready to comply without a second of hesitation. Still, I manage to dig in my heels and demand an explanation. “What? Are you out of your mind?”




  Okay, he’s bigger than me so I can’t honestly resist without making a scene. But really, after his whole stay-away-from-me business, this is a major one-eighty.




  “You can’t live off muffins and granola bars. You need a sandwich. Hell, so do I. We both need a break from this shit.” He grabs the box of muffins and rolls his massive shoulders, while my surprise keeps me rooted and watching him walk away. He turns at the door, still looking irritated. “You coming?”




  I look toward the back. “Delia?”




  “Be on time tomorrow,” she calls. “It’s multigrain day.”




  Jake only smiles a little and pushes open the door, waiting. His arms and chest move under his button-up work shirt, pulling me forward in spite of my confusion.




  God, I think this is the first guy I’ve honestly liked the way I used to hear my friends talk about at school. The giggles and the fake drooling and face fanning followed by ridiculous comments like “He’s so pretty” or “I’d totally do him in a phone booth.”




  I mean, how stupid is that? When was the last time anybody even saw a phone booth?




  Here, now, following Jake and his brisk stride across the street to his truck, it finally all makes sense: AJ’s right. I like him. I like the way he keeps trying to help without treating me like I’m fragile. I like the way he looks at me, like I’m a woman he finds attractive, not a wounded animal he has to pity. I like that he feels easy to talk to, even when he’s all growly.




  I don’t feel scared or tentative around him. And in spite of his dire warnings, I’d like to hang around him more.




  I want to spend time with him so much I’m following him even though I don’t have a clue where we’re going, and even though I’m still a little annoyed by his sandwich comment. I half suspect if we passed a phone booth right now, I might give the thing a moment’s pause.




  Then, out of nowhere the tears come. Only for a second, because now isn’t the time to get emotional. It never is, so I shove them down.




  He’d never get it, what liking him this way means, even if I tried to explain. He’s already given me one serious friend-zone lecture.




  I sniff and blot my eyes on the edge of my T-shirt. Thankfully, he’s too busy unlocking his truck to notice.




  Anyway, I like him enough that maybe the friend-zone is okay.




  
9. A FAVOR




  Cassie




  Not quite an hour later we’re pulling into a driveway after picking up chips and salad wraps from a little shack that masquerades as a deli on the edge of town. The house is cute and tiny, but it has a garage which I can see has been turned into “man” space. The door is up and the whole inside is lined with shelves and cubbies of tools.




  “That’s really something,” I marvel when we get out. It’s hard not to compare it to the garage in my mom’s old house, which was stuffed full of paint cans and old Christmas decorations, and a million other things that never got used. Things that all had to be thrown away before I sold the place.




  “Thanks.” He grabs a couple of folding chairs from inside and heads through the rear door. “I got a good deal on all the tools.”




  “This is your place?”




  “I rent, but yeah.” He unfolds the chairs in a sunny patch on the back patio. “Here. Sit. Eat.”




  “You have a whole lot of stuff there just to work on your truck.”




  He smiles. “I do some freelance repair work here and there. Mostly stuff like oil changes, brakes, and mufflers.” He digs out the food and hands mine over. “I only have the basics. It’s all under the table so I don’t get in trouble with the shop or my landlord. I can’t take on anything major. Every bit helps, though.”




  “So you’ve basically got three jobs.”




  He takes a bite of his chicken salad wrap and the edges of his eyes crinkle. “Sort of,” he says after he finishes chewing. “Never did go to college, so I do what I can here and there. Someday I will, when I get enough saved.” Another bite. A shrug that looks more casual than it probably is. He has a plan he’s working towards. The determination is there in his eyes.




  I’m impressed in a way I can’t define by how he’s so solitary and yet he’s carved this life out for himself. He’s built a safety net with these multiple income streams, and it’s a lesson I intend to remember. Clearly, he cares about things. About himself. I know firsthand what it looks like when a person has given up.




  Jake’s a survivor, and I like that about him.




  “How did you learn to bartend?”




  “Joe took me on as a bar back. Learned most everything from him. There are also classes you can take. I tried one of those, but it was full of college guys who wanted to hook up with drunk girls.”




  I laugh, but it’s hollow. Inside the thought makes me hurt. All women are to some guys is something to be taken advantage of. Jake isn’t that kind of man, even though he’s tried to make me think he’s a jerk before. Instead, he just now made me like him even more. “What about fixing cars?”




  He’s not so relaxed after that question. He straightens in his chair and his neck gets so tense I wish I hadn’t asked. “Been doing that my whole life. I started helping my dad change the oil in his car when I was six. It was a natural line of work to look for when I left home.”




  I’m afraid to ask, but I do anyway: “So why’d you leave home?” I know it’s nosy and it might get the question turned around on me. I’m dying to know more about him.




  He points to my lap, which holds an opened but uneaten shrimp wrap. “Eat up. Come on. I want to show you what I brought you here for.”




  I glance around the back yard. It’s large for such a small house. There’s a big grassy area, some trees along the back, and a covered car that looks like something he must be working on. “If you brought me out here to kill me and bury my remains, I only ask that you dress me in something tasteful before you put me in the ground.” I smile and gesture at my ripped jeans and coffee-stained T-shirt.




  The skin around his eyes crinkles when he laughs. He looks like he might finally be relaxing. “You know, you’re kind of nuts.”




  “Me? You’re the one who wants to bury me in the yard.”




  He laughs harder. The deep, rich, raspiness wraps around me and makes me even warmer than the afternoon sun. I wish every day could feel this good.




  “You gonna eat more?” He points to my hardly-consumed food. “I wanna show you something.”




  “Maybe later.” I like talking to him too much, and I’m almost giddy with the fact that he seems willing to let bygones be bygones about the kiss and have a normal conversation. I wrap up my leftovers and stuff them in the bag, following the powerful stride of his jean-clad legs through the mowed grass.




  We get to the carport with the tarp-covered vehicle parked underneath. He stuffs his hands in his back pockets and nods toward it. “It’s not a perfect solution either, but it occurred to me this could work to handle your car trouble.” He gets fidgety then, scratching at his temple and shuffling his feet like he’s nervous. “I’ve had this sitting around for a long time and I need it gone. It’s not roomy, so you might not like it. It’s in good condition, though.”




  I wait while he pulls the tarp off. When I see what’s underneath, I swear to God, I almost stop breathing at the sight of the cherry-red finish. I don’t know whether to look at him or the car once he’s done with the unveiling. They’re both out of my league. “You can’t be serious.”




  “I know it’s only a two-seater—”




  “You know that isn’t what I mean. There’s no way I can afford this.” The letters on the back say “RX-7.” I don’t know what that means, but this doesn’t look like an inexpensive car.




  “Sure you can.” He rubs at the back of his neck.




  “Why? What’s wrong with it? Is this one also missing an engine?”




  He laughs again. This time the sound is a little less pleasing and more forced. “It’s actually in pretty good condition. Low mileage for the year. There’s some body damage on the rear driver’s side quarter panel, which really needs to be taken care of because it’s starting to rust. You’d wanna fix that before too long.”




  I look to see that he’s right, but it’s not bad. I cross my arms over my chest. Embarrassment and discomfort work their way up my throat. I don’t know what he’s doing or why. “Jake, I need a little help. Back at the coffee shop, I told you I couldn’t afford a used Civic, and you’re trying to sell me this... whatever it is. It’s a gorgeous car, but it looks pricey. It also looks like it has a standard transmission. I don’t know how to drive a stick.”




  I don’t know how to drive a stick. Yeah, cuz that’s our big problem here.




  He’s scratching at his temple again. “Okay, you learn to drive a stick by driving one. Takes a day or two, tops. And you can have the fucking car. Pay me whatever you feel you can afford. It’s fine.”




  “I don’t understand.” I can’t even begin to get why someone would give away a car to someone he barely knows. What the hell is this thing worth? I could ask, but I have the feeling he wouldn’t tell me. Part of me doesn’t want to know.




  “Like I said, I’ve been wanting to get rid of it for a long damn time. I haven’t been able to. It’s kind of a collector car, which means it has a specific group of buyers, and that group is small. It’s been sitting here for years. I pull it out once in a while to get it inspected and make sure the battery doesn’t die. It’s more work than anything. If you took it, you’d be doing me a favor.”




  This all sounded way too good to be true. “A favor? Are you high?”




  “Look, why not? I get this hunk of metal off my back lawn so the HOA stops complaining, and you can stop slinging muffins for Delia and move on to wherever it is you’re going. It’s a win-win.”




  Oh. I’m getting the picture now. He gets rid of a car he doesn’t want and he gets me out of town. That aches more than it should. “Win-win. I see.”




  He wants me to go so badly he would actually give me a car to make me leave? I already knew he wasn’t interested, so why does this burn so much? I should be relieved. This is a solution to my problems. I didn’t want to stay in Evergreen Grove anyway, and this gets me a cheap car. A really freaking nice cheap car.




  But it does hurt. I liked him. I like him. “I need to think,” I tell him. “Can you give me a ride back to my room?”




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  “So now he wants to just give me this car.”




  AJ glances at me from the driver’s seat of Mrs. Choi’s dusty blue Buick. He’s wearing a giant pair of Jackie-O-style sunglasses with rhinestones across the top, but the side-eye is unmistakable. “I can’t believe he’s trying that hard to run you out of town over a little kiss. Anyway, you did say he wanted you to pay something for it so it’s not like he’s giving it to you for free.”




  I groan and pretend to curl up on the seat. He’s making it all sound so reasonable, but nothing about this seems reasonable at all. “He said to pay me what I felt I could afford. I haven’t figured out how much that would be yet, but he knows it’s gonna be less than the cost of a rebuilt engine, because that would wipe out so much of my savings. The thing is, I did a little searching online about those cars. He could get maybe fifteen or twenty grand for that thing. Why would he give it to me for a fraction of that price?”




  We pull into a manicured parking lot surrounded by grass and picnic tables. AJ turns to me with a grin when he stops the car. “Must have been some kiss.”




  I try not to return his smile. I don’t want to give myself away. I can’t help it.




  It wasn’t just some kiss. It was the kiss I’ll lay awake thinking about for the next twenty years of my life. I wonder what it was for Jake.




  I want to ask the universe why it all feels so unfair. First, there was nothing inside me but pain. Then, for a long time I was numb, because numb was the only way I knew how to block out the onslaught of memories. Finally, I meet a guy who wakes me up. Only he wants me out of town so badly he’s trying to use a free car to make me go.




  Okay, a really damn cheap car. There’s hardly any difference, is there?




  I catch myself putting my hand to my chest, feeling the beats of my heart there as I stand next to Mrs. Choi’s Buick. I can’t let this overwhelm me. I clear my throat and rush around to the trunk where AJ is pulling out two organizing containers with handles. “So. What are we doing today?”




  Delia’s got the coffee shop closed on Sundays, so I was ripe for the picking when AJ invited me to come do volunteer work. I didn’t think to ask what kind of volunteering. Now I see where we’re headed, and I wish I had.




  He pushes his sunglasses up on his head. “It’s salon day at the assisted-living home. I first got into cutting hair back when I lived in a shelter. Before I got into, you know, the whole sex-for-fun-and-profit gig. I helped some of the women there to find jobs by cutting their hair and doing their makeup so they could go on interviews. It was amazing to see what it did for their self-esteem.” He points to the building we’re walking toward. Evergreen Assisted Living Community, the sign says in block letters. “So I come here once a month, visit with the folks, try to make ’em look pretty. After the shit I’ve been through, I like to have a way to give back. It’s not much, but it’s what I can do. You know?”




  I stop on the bottom steps, watching him. “I think that’s amazing.”




  He shrugs. “It’s honestly a small thing. I was living on one fifty-cent pack of peanuts from the Fast-Gas a day when I first left home. I don’t know if I’d even be alive now without Mrs. Choi’s help. We all need it sometimes.”




  The pointed look on his face makes it clear what he’s trying to tell me. Still, the idea of taking that car from Jake... I don’t know if I can. It’s a huge thing, and it’s a gift I don’t deserve. Especially not when Jake is working so hard to save up for his education.




  I push the whole debate aside and follow AJ in, allowing myself to get lost in the bustle of people in the nursing home. Apparently, this visit is a huge deal for the residents. They’ve got an area set aside in the common room, and even some of the staff members are waiting in line.




  I can’t cut hair, but I help by handing AJ rollers and combs and sweeping up when he’s finished and ready to move on to the next person. I sing a little to entertain the people getting their hair cut. Not like I’m on a stage, just while I stand there helping out. It’s something, and it feels good.




  I’m busy sifting through his container of accessories and hair clips when a bright-eyed lady rolls up clutching an iPad. She’s pushed by a girl, I’m guessing maybe a little younger than me, wearing sweats and a baggy Better than Ezra T-shirt.




  “Cass, this is my gal Ruthie. Ruthie, my friend Cassie is helping me out today.”




  Ruthie taps out an electronic “hello” on her tablet and introduces us to her granddaughter, Michelle, who offers only a halfhearted wave from behind Ruthie’s wheelchair. “She’s shy,” Ruthie tells us with her iPad.




  Michelle gives granny the look of being completely mortified. I might have in her shoes, too. Except even if I wanted to, I can’t let myself get shy anymore. After everything, I’ve forced myself to come out of my shell even when I’d rather hide. Confidence, statistically, is a deterrent for attackers.




  Still, I’m not friendly the way I used to be. It’s something I’m trying to learn from AJ’s good example. Even Jake, for all his surliness, manages to nod and smile when he passes people. There’s nothing to be gained from having people think you’re a jerk.




  “Hey, Ruthie.” I hold up a bottle of pearly pink nail polish I found buried under all of AJ’s other supplies. “After AJ does your hair, I could give those nails some color. Whaddaya think?”




  She doesn’t answer with the iPad, but her lips curve up and her eyes get bright.




  “Great. I’ll be waiting.” I shake the bottle against my hand while AJ drapes a towel around her to cut her hair. The warmth I’ve carried around all day intensifies, growing as I watch my friend chatter with this lady and her electronic device.




  I try not to think of all the “maybes” but lately my brain seems full of them. Maybe if I’d done this thing or that thing differently. If I’d been home more... I could have been a better kid to my mom. I was sort of selfish, once high school and college started. I got wrapped up in trying to figure myself out and everything. Trying to find a place where it wasn’t all pain and anger.




  If I’d paid better attention to how much Mom hurt too, maybe she’d still be around. Maybe I wouldn’t be in Evergreen Grove.




  Maybe if I’d skipped the record store that day after school and gone straight home like I was supposed to...




  See? All the maybes.




  “She had surgery,” Michelle says over my shoulder. “On her throat. That’s why she can’t talk.”




  “Oh. Wow. Well, she seems like she’s in remarkable spirits.”




  Michelle looks over toward her grandmother, nodding. “I don’t know how, but yeah.”




  “Maybe it helps that she has family coming to visit her.”




  Michelle laughs. “That’s for me as much as her. It gets me out of the house. My parents are a total pain.”




  “I remember feeling that way.” Now I spend my time wondering what I could have done to keep my mother from killing herself.




  I hold up the bottle of nail polish. “Hey, while we’re waiting, you want me to paint yours?”




  She shrugs and looks down like she doesn’t care. I’ve shrugged that way a million times, and I’m betting she does care. “Come on. The color would look great on you.”




  I lead her to a chair and we sit. I go to town with a file I found in AJ’s stuff, smoothing the rough edges before I get started with the polish. “So you’re in college?”




  Another shrug. “I’ll be a freshman in the fall. You?”




  Me. “I’m kind of on a break. I finished my junior year and decided I needed to do something different this summer. I’m hoping to finish soon, though.”




  She nods and splays her fingers so I can get to them more easily. “What were you studying?”




  “Business.”




  She wrinkles her nose. “Yeah?”




  “Yeah.” I laugh at her response. Like she got served a giant plate of lima beans and was told there are more for dessert. Truthfully, I chose my major because Mom thought I should pick something that would get me a good job. I never decided what I wanted to do if I actually got a business degree. “What about you?”




  “I’m thinking Criminal Justice,” she says after a pause.




  I look down to paint a finger, and when I look up again there’s a deep crease between her eyes. I can see dark shadows under her eyes. She’s too young for that kind of burden, but I’m betting I know what it means. I’ve seen it enough in the mirror.




  “That sounds like an awesome major.” What else would I say? I smile and go back to her nails, weighing the moment and the things it feels like she isn’t saying.




  “Yeah,” she mumbles. “I guess.”




  “Well, you shouldn’t pick a major you don’t like. Believe me, I made that mistake.”




  She looks up. “It isn’t that. See, I had this boyfriend...”




  I stop painting to let her know I’m listening, but she doesn’t finish her sentence. She drops her head like she wishes she could hide her face behind all of her long, dark hair. It’s too bad because she has her grandmother’s expressive eyes.




  I point to her shirt. “I really like that band.”




  She puts her hand to her chest, brighter now. “Yeah? They’re not as well known around here. The kids at school are either into Justin Timberlake or Fallout Boy.”




  “I like those guys, too,” I say. “I believe good music is good music, and it all comes from the same roots. Better than Ezra has always been one of my favorites, though. They really spoke to me during my angry period.”




  I say this last part with a wink, but it’s true. So many nights I stayed sprawled in my bed with my tangled hair stuck to my tearstained cheeks and listened to lyrics that told me someone understood. If I hadn’t had that music, maybe I might have been more inclined to go out the way my mother did.




  So many maybes.




  She’s blinking at me now, looking at me like she’s seeing me for the first time. “You had an angry period?”




  Translation: You seem normal. I’ve heard that one before. I went through my bedhead–and-sweats phase, too. My rock-band-shirts phase. My combat-boots-and-shaved-head phase. I’m still hoping nobody took pictures during that one.




  Right now I’m happy in the uniform of a girl who smiles sometimes. I’m happy I can put on jeans and a tank top and feel comfortable.




  I smile at her again. “I think a lot of us have. It’s okay to be angry.”




  I feel my phone buzz in my pocket. I leave it alone.




  She glances down at the shirt. “So when does the anger stop?”




  Oh, sweetie. My heart hurts for this girl. “Whenever you’re ready for it to.” I squeeze her wrist carefully, to avoid her brand-new manicure. “Whatever happened, you reported it, right?” That helps, even when it’s scary. I talked to girls who didn’t, and they seem to have a harder time. Never speaking up must leave things unresolved.




  Michelle sighs quietly. “Sure. But it was a bunch of guys at a party. My boyfriend and his buddies. They came from rich families. They all backed up each others’ story. Nothing happened.”




  Which is why she wants to major in Criminal Justice. I get it. I totally do. “You know, I remember seeing a sign up on the community bulletin board over at the coffee shop. Announcing support meetings over at St. Martins. There’s an addiction support group on Sundays, breastfeeding moms on Thursdays, Tai Chi is Monday, and assault survivors are on Tuesdays.” I’m back to paying close attention to her fingers now, in case she feels put on the spot or embarrassed. I know what that’s like.




  “And you think I’d like Tai Chi?”




  “I hear it’s relaxing.” I risk a glance, and she’s smiling a little. No easy thing in a conversation like this.




  She doesn’t answer though, so I continue, “You know, maybe if you haven’t been to a group meeting, it’s something to consider. It feels awkward at first, but being around other people who understand can be helpful. You don’t even have to share.”




  “Would you go with me? Please? I don’t think I could do it alone.”




  My stomach twists with indecision. I want to say yes. I want to help, because I know what this is probably like for her. I was a newcomer to one of those meetings once. Still, I’m supposed to be leaving. If I take Jake’s offer, or even if I buy a bus ticket, by Tuesday I ought to be gone.




  My phone buzzes again, reminding me politely that I’ve been ignoring its messages: Hey it’s Jake. Checking in.




  “Aaand here we are. This lady’s ready for her manicure.” AJ comes over, rolling another satisfied customer.




  I give him a hairy eyeball. “Did you give Jake my phone number?”




  AJ scratches the back of his neck the way I’ve seen every nervous criminal on TV pantomime when they’re about to tell a lie. It’s that look like his clothes don’t fit suddenly, and he knows he’s in trouble. “He swung by the other day while you were doing laundry, and I suggested he call you. Anyway, he already had your number from the shop. Is it really so bad? I thought you liked him.”




  “I—” I kinda forgot I’d given Jake my number at the shop. Right. I glance around. Everybody in earshot seems interested in what else I have to say about the subject. Instead, I turn to Michelle’s grandmother. “Let’s go polish those nails, shall we?”




  Checking in. I’m sure he wants to know what I’ve decided about the car. Even I’d like to know what I’ve decided. I’ve been in this town for a couple of weeks now, and that’s roughly how long I thought it would take me to drive to the coast and then across the country. Somewhere in there, I thought I’d find a place to settle down.




  Instead, my road trip stalled in Evergreen Grove. The car thing seems too good to be true. I don’t know how to answer.




  I glance at Michelle, who’s still waiting for an answer about coming with her to the support group. I can almost see the grief surrounding her, like a living thing.




  So I tell her, “Hey, yeah, I’ll go with you on Tuesday.”




  Her smile makes me feel like I’m starting to make the right decisions for a change.




  
10. NOT A THING




  Jake




  Cassie’s reply to my text gives me the feeling she’s being deliberately dense: Ten-four good buddy!




  So I ask her: Do you even know what that means?




  I have absolutely no idea.




  I collapse mid-push-up on a gym mat when I see her response, I’m laughing so hard. “Well, at least she admits it.”




  “Admits what?”




  Dante’s managed to creep up behind me. I think he’s trying to look over my shoulder while he grabs a weight off the dumbbell rack.




  “That you’ve got a boundary problem and it’s none of your fucking business, dude.”




  He laughs and lays back on a padded bench to do chest presses. “Ah. Yeah. Not like that was any kind of news.” One press. Two. Three. “And since I’m shit at mindin’ my own business...” Four. Five. “I might as well mention...” Six. Seven. Eight. “Got a flat the other day. Went over to have your guys patch it at the shop, and some shady dude came in looking for a Jackson Christian.”




  Swear to Christ all the sweat on my body turns to ice right then and there. “Yeah?” I force myself to lower down slow, one rep and then another, continuing going with the pushups even though my arms are shaky. All of me is. “Fuck.”




  “I thought the same thing.” Dante puts back the dumbbells and grabs a heavier set. Eyes on the prize, like we’re having nothing more than an informal chat. “I know you’re not a CIA spy or anything, but it sounds similar enough to the name you go by now, other people might wonder.”




  “Names sound similar all the time.” I pass behind him to grab a drink of water, arms still wobbly like noodles. I went well over my usual number today.




  “Not in this town.” He’s breathing harder as he pushes out four... five... six reps with those dumbbells and then curls himself up.




  I wipe the water from my mouth. “Looks like you’re out to pack on muscle.”




  He smiles. “Always.” He puts back the weights and takes a long pull from his water bottle. “So this guy, in case you’re wondering, I told him I didn’t know anybody by that name. I also suggested the Holiday Inn up the road in La Porta had really comfortable rooms in case he needed a place to stay before he left town. Didn’t know if you wanted to try and track him down.”




  That’s... wow. “Thanks, man. I don’t know what to say.”




  Shit. Dante helped me out, and I don’t even know why. I mean, we’ve been friends ever since we met on the amateur boxing circuit when I was seventeen and he wasn’t much older, but we’ve never been close. I can tell Dante’s got his demons, and I try not to judge. I’ve got no room. Still, I don’t know if I would have thought of him as someone who had my back.




  Plus, I kind of dicked him around the other night when he was hitting on Cassie. The night she kissed me. If I were him, I’d have been pissed.




  I swear, when I let myself remember, it’s like her stomach is brushing against mine. Her tongue is licking into my mouth all over again. Shit, you’d think I’d never gotten laid.




  The trouble is, I have. I’ve gotten laid plenty. It’s not ego talking. But getting off and rolling over is a whole lot different than what Cassie promised that night. She said she wasn’t looking for anything, but that wasn’t what I saw in her eyes.




  Or maybe it was me. Maybe I was the one looking for something more.




  The only “real” book I ever read in school was Alice in Wonderland. Swear to fuck, kissing Cassie felt like peeking through the door into that amazing garden from the book, and wondering how to get there. Except I know I can never go.




  Across the room, Dante’s chalking up his hands underneath the pull-up bar. He’s looking at me with a grin that says he’s got something on me, and the trouble is I know he does. I don’t know why he did me that favor, but I’m afraid he’s about to say so.




  “Hey, no need to thank me,” he says. “That guy he was looking for disappeared years ago. I didn’t fucking know where to find him. All I did was say so.”




  “Right.”




  He grunts and grips the bar. “Still, though. Lucky thing the guys were in the back checking a price for me when he came in. They mighta thought that Jackson Christian sounds an awful lot like Jake Chris.”




  Might have. Depends on who was working that day. No question though, I got lucky. I don’t know who that guy was who came looking. Someone my dad sent? Someone my stepmom sent? Someone else? No option is good, because I don’t want to be found. I guess I shoulda picked a better name to hide under. I was a punk kid, and kids aren’t known for their stellar foresight.




  “Yeah. Anyway. Thanks. Again.” I’m backing toward the door now. Cassie’s sent me another text, asking if we can meet to talk more about the car thing. I don’t want to answer her until I leave. Which I’d like to do soon, because this conversation with Dante is turning in ways I don’t like.




  “No sweat,” he hauls himself up to the bar and proceeds to knock out pull-ups.




  “Well listen, I’m gonna head out. Thanks again.”




  “Hey. Question.” Dante drops to the floor with a sudden whoosh of breath. “That chick from the bar. She seemed nice. You guys a thing? Kinda felt like you were cock-blocking every time I tried to get time with her.”




  We’re not a thing. Not even a little and I should fucking say so. In light of this favor Dante did for me, I should back off and tell him to go ahead and ask her out while she’s still in town.




  He did me a favor, and I owe him. Not to mention the leverage Dante would have if he ever decided we weren’t buddies anymore. He stood there just now and slapped me in the face with the fact that he knows the real me.




  I can’t bring myself to give him my blessing where Cassie is concerned. I tell myself it’s still all about protecting her. Instead, I back out the door with an angry clench to my jaw: “Yeah. Dante. Keep it in your pants. She’s mine.”




  [image: Scene Break]




  Jake




  I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking with that shit. Telling Dante to step off because Cassie’s my girl? So fucked. Totally and horrifically.




  With my luck Dante’s gonna say something to her, and she’s gonna be pissed. Especially after what happened. I said what I said to keep Dante and his ulterior motives out of her pants, but what is that for an excuse? At some point I need to stop trying to protect her. At least I can acknowledge what I’ve been doing. That’s something.




  So instead of letting her be a grown-up and handle her own shit from here on out, I’m waiting on a bench at Grove Park like a dumbass. If nothing else, it’s a gorgeous day to be outside. The weather is sunny, but clusters of trees provide lots of shade. There’s no playground here so I don’t see many little kids, but a few school-agers are playing soccer at one end of the field. I can see it would be a good place for jogging if I ever got my ass up that early.




  I guess there are worse places to spend my Sunday afternoon off. I tap the bench, trying to decide how long it’s polite to wait before I leave.




  I don’t have to wonder long. She comes up a couple of minutes later balancing a couple of bottles of water and a paper bag, looking sweeter than she did the night we met with her soaking wet clothes and her vulnerable smile. Prettier than the day she came into the shop carrying a box full of muffins.




  It’s not so much how she’s dressed—which is fine—attractive but relaxed. She’s wearing faded blue jeans and a tank top better than anybody has a right to. It’s her smile, the set of her shoulders. She looks self-assured and easygoing.




  Until she spots me, anyway. Then she’s back to nervous. Shit. Aren’t I a prize?




  “Hey. Let me help you with that stuff.” I reach out for the bag she’s carrying. The water bottles are clamped under one arm and they’ve started sweating, leaving a wet splotch across her side.




  “Oh. Thanks. I brought food.”




  I stick my nose in the bag. “Smells pretty fucking great. What’s in here?”




  She gives me a wicked grin. “It was chicken and dumplings day at the nursing home. They let me take a doggy bag.”




  I give her a look. I guess she was expecting that, based on the supreme amusement all over her face. “We’re having dinner from the nursing home?”




  “Right?” She laughs. “Seriously, though. I had some. It’s pretty good.” She tears into the bag and pulls out an apple. “I eat granola bars and Ramen for dinner every day. These folks are living it up over there. I’m telling you, I wanna go check in.”




  Her smile is contagious. “Maybe it’s just that you’re too lazy to cook,” I say.




  She giggles then. “Well, there are only so many things I can make in AJ’s tiny microwave.”




  It hits me—and not for the first time—how making her laugh does things to me that it shouldn’t. That feeling, like I won a contest? I shouldn’t get used to it.




  Whatever shitty things have been in both of our lives, right now we have a sunny picnic on a park bench. That’s pretty fucking great.




  I clear my throat to cover up the way my head is getting all jammed. “So. Nursing home?”




  “Yeah, AJ volunteers sometimes. I went with.” Her hair blows, shining in the sunlight. It’s almost even better than the glow of her smile.




  “That sounds pretty great.”




  “Mmm.” She pauses, turning her face up to the sun while she thinks.




  The golden glow of light on her cheeks makes me want to turn her back towards me. I want to be greedy for her attention. I want to kiss her again. Instead I wrap my hand around the plastic knife she’s handed me until the blade wakes me up a little. I remind myself that she’s too good for a guy who ran away from his wicked stepmother at seventeen and then killed a man like some kind of cracked-out fairy tale.




  “It actually was good,” she says after a minute.




  “Yeah?” I make myself smile again. I need to hide the direction my thoughts have turned. Plus, she’s handing me a bowl of food. In spite of the nerves in my gut, this stuff really does smell appetizing. “Had to give it some thought?”




  “Yeah.” Her smile dims, but it’s still there. It’s impossible not to like it, even though I don’t want to. I swear she really lights up sometimes. “It’s hard to see people age. It’s hard to see people die. I know it’s inevitable, and it’s something we all need to accept, but being surrounded by it makes you come face to face with all the things you’re afraid of.” She pauses, pressing her lips together. “It does for me, anyway. I feel like saying that makes me a terrible person.”




  I tap my foot against hers. “I think it makes you honest. You’re right that it’s hard. It’s hard at any age. My mom died young and my dad was never the same.”




  Cold washes through me before I even fully realize what I’ve said. I’ve never told anybody about my parents. All these years I’ve lived in Evergreen Grove. I’ve never told anybody anything.




  She doesn’t even realize that I’ve given her this piece of myself. She’s looking down at her bowl, emptying a packet of crackers into it while she nods thoughtfully. “I get it,” she says. “I mean I don’t know what happened with your dad. After my mom died, I kind of went a little off the deep end. I held it together long enough for the funeral, selling the house. All the paperwork and stuff. Then one day I broke it off with my boyfriend, got in my car, and left town.”




  Oh. Hell. “So this was recent.”




  Another nod. “She died about six months ago. The whole giving-my-hometown-the-finger fiasco? Yeah. Shortly before you found me out there in the road, behaving like an idiot.” She smiles again, this time with a deep, dark, embarrassed-looking blush. “It was a small place. Like here, except I’d grown up there and everybody knew every bad thing that had happened in my life. Mom killing herself was the last straw, you know?”




  Jesus. I put my food down and pull her close, because in spite of all the things I’ve told myself, this isn’t a moment to keep anyone at arm’s length. I squeeze my hand around her shoulder, bringing my lips up to her ear. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.




  She swipes a hand at her eyes. “Don’t be.”




  “I can be if I want.” Because fuck, that sucks like nothing else. At least when my mom died, we knew it was coming.




  “Sure. I guess you can.” She nods and puts her head against my shoulder. I don’t stop her, and it doesn’t feel as wrong as I think it’s supposed to. Which has me worried, but it’s a worry for another time.




  “That’s big of you.”




  She makes a noise against my chest. Maybe it was supposed to be a laugh, but it comes out more like a sniffle or a snort. Shit, this is a little strange. Since I don’t want to be a jerk about it, I decide there’s nothing to do but settle back and wait until she’s done collecting herself.




  “Dammit. We’re supposed to be talking about your stupid car,” she mumbles against me.




  I rub my hand against her shoulder. Seems like the right thing to do. “We’ll talk about my stupid car later.”




  
11. FAMILIAR




  Cassie




  It’s interesting, the way Jake is acting right now. Not just protective, but... caring. He keeps throwing me. He can be so guarded, but then these moments of tenderness peek through and I want to say, “See? There it is. That’s how I know you’re a good guy.”




  I can’t. I can’t say those words, because I know this moment will be over in a hot second, and it’ll kill me. Sitting here on a sunny bench with his arm hugging me close is maybe the best thing I can remember feeling.




  I feel a drip of moisture fall from my cheek to his shirt and hope like hell that he doesn’t notice. I don’t want anything to break the spell. Whatever it is that’s so dark inside him, that makes him think he can’t be good to me, I want to beat it back for as long as possible.




  Right now, I’d give anything to stay with him like this forever.




  The spell is broken by a honking horn and AJ shouting, “Hey, guys!”




  I sniff and take a quick swipe at my face, waving with more enthusiasm than is necessary. “Hey. Heading back?”




  “Yeah. All the assisted-living folks are beautified, and I need a nap.” He points to Jake. “You mind giving her a ride?”




  I stiffen, worried Jake’s going to feel put upon, but he only shrugs his shoulders. “No worries.”




  Is he telling AJ not to worry? Or me? God, sometimes I think maybe I overthink everything.




  Maybe... maybe... What if...




  Jake gives a quick wave. He doesn’t smile but he doesn’t look too bothered, either, except for the fact that he’s squinting into the sun.




  “I could’ve gone with him,” I say. Just to be really sure.




  I’ve been trouble to enough people. My mom. My ex.




  Jake shrugs. “You guys sure made friends fast.” He points in the direction AJ went.




  “I guess. It’s helpful to have a friend when you’re a new person in a strange place.” I squint into the sun to try and see him better. “What about you?”




  “I don’t make friends.”




  I frown. The image of him talking to the waitress at Joe’s Place waltzes into my mind, bold and unwanted and vivid. “What about that waitress at Joe’s? You seemed friendly with her.”




  I can tell I’ve struck a nerve with him. That muscle in his jaw turns to stone. His dimpled chin juts out. The warm blue of his eyes frosts over. “She’s not a friend. She’s... someone I hang out with sometimes.”




  Oh. So I was right about her.




  As if to end the conversation, Jake balls up his trash from our meal. The muscles in his arms and shoulders bunch with every press and roll, and I can’t help but wish I looked so effortlessly strong and confident all the time. He also looks isolated a lot though, and I think he must have even more trouble trusting than I do. I don’t want to get that hardened to the world. I’m afraid if I do, there won’t be anything to live for.




  When he comes back from tossing the trash in a nearby bin, he doesn’t seem mad about what we were discussing. In fact, he holds out his hand. “Come on.”




  I only look at his large palm and outstretched fingers for a second or two before I grab hold. His skin is warm and rough and perfect against mine. So perfect that for a second I can’t breathe.




  “You okay?” He looks at me, concerned.




  “Sure.” I cough to cover up my stupid moment of infatuation. “Probably allergies.”




  He nods and opens the door to his truck. I relax against the sun-heated seat and try to find my breath again while I wait for him to get in and take me home. Sadness washes over me, so deep and heavy, the stifling heat in Jake’s truck cab could be a swimming pool.




  I’ve been here before. Fear is familiar. It has been since the attack. Mom’s death, leaving home, all these life changes have turned up the “what ifs” full force. I can’t let them swallow me. I close my eyes and focus on the air moving through my nose. In. Out.




  The next thing I know, Jake is shaking my shoulder and whispering in my ear. “Hey, sleepyhead. We’re here.”




  I jolt up, heart racing. “I fell asleep?” I usually have so much trouble falling asleep, and I can’t believe I zonked out in Jake’s truck.




  His smile is friendly now. The blue in his eyes glints in the sun, his cheeks dimpling with amusement. “You sure as hell did. I went over a pothole and everything. You even drooled some.”




  He swipes a thumb over the corner of my mouth to show me, and even in the intense July heat, my body breaks out in shivers. Because his face is inches from mine. His thumb is on my lips.




  We hover there, eyes locked like we’re suspended in time. Nobody moves. I can’t take my eyes off his lips, the way they’re parted and full and he’s got to be thinking the same thing I am so why in God’s name won’t he kiss me?




  My heart shudders. The feel of fabric slips against my fingers. Somehow I’ve curled my hands around his shirt without even noticing. I take two seconds to glance up at the darkness in his eyes and down at the heavy rise and fall of his chest before I decide to leap.




  “Cassie.”




  We’re breathing for each other, our lips are so close. My forehead rocks against his. Our cheeks brush. Our noses. But he stops me, creating a barrier between us by placing a hand on my chest. He’s got to be able to feel the pounding of my heart, and I hate that he knows how much he affects me.




  “Dammit!” I pull back in frustration and kick at his dashboard. Why him. Why this guy?




  “Cassie.” This time when he says my name it’s in a “let’s be reasonable” tone that a person might use with a little kid, and it only makes me want to kick him.




  “Oh, stop.” I blow my new bangs out of my face and scoot away, ready to push open the door. “Just what in the hell is so wrong with me, huh?”




  He pulls his hand away, closing it into a fist. “I told you. I don’t—”




  “Yeah,” I nearly whisper the word. “It’s not me, it’s you. I got the message. Sorry.” I push open the door and get out. Whatever this is between us, I was sure he felt it, too. I’m so stupid.




  “Cassie!” I’m officially tired of hearing him say my name. Just once I’d like to hear him say it in a way that doesn’t make me cringe.




  Embarrassed, I duck my head and make a beeline for my room. I don’t wait to see if he follows. I don’t care.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  I’m not too surprised when Michelle doesn’t come to the support group. These things can be hard at first. Back home, I think I ditched the first three or four times I was supposed to attend any type of group therapy. When I finally did go, I confess I showed up under the influence of chemical substances more times than I didn’t.




  I’m not proud. I was angry about what had happened to me. Sometimes you cope the way you know how. I’m still a work in progress, but I’ve gotten better. Lately, my drug of choice is cappuccino. At least it’s legal, and free from Delia’s.




  It’s awkward and uncomfortable to share your survival story with a room full of strangers. Looking back, it turned out to be good. I made friends. I learned about myself. I put things in perspective. It’s still a hard hill to climb, and I don’t blame her for being scared.




  I sit in the back of what must be the nursery at St. Martins while a few women file in, arranging the rockers in a semi-circle so folks can share more easily. One person puts away a pile of blocks that’s been left out on the floor. A kind-looking older woman in a peasant blouse nods hello to me before moving on. She’s holding a notebook and a Tupperware container of cookies, so I’m betting she’s the facilitator.




  I stay near the back, but as everyone gets settled I decide to slip out into the hall. I don’t especially want to stay and share. Not this time. It feels a little too much like settling in and getting to know everyone, and I don’t plan to stay in Evergreen Grove.




  I rub my tired eyes at that thought. Here I am in a town where I thought I’d only be stopping long enough to get my car fixed. I’ve gotten a job. I’ve made a friend. I’ve... God. I’ve chased a boy. All for what? I don’t really want to have a life here. What in the hell am I doing? I had plans, and now I can’t seem to remember what those were.




  I glance at the closed nursery door, and then at my watch. Michelle’s not coming. I need to get out of here.




  I head toward the stairs and spot a familiar figure. Tall, olive-skinned, and athletic. Less cocky than he seemed at the bar where we met, he’s seated himself on the top step and leaned his chin against his two curled fists almost like he’s praying.




  I hate to disturb him, but I can’t walk past without him seeing me. “Hey. Dante, right?”




  He looks up with the same grin, but not so bright. “Hey. Birthday Girl. Cassie?”




  “That’s me.” I hold my hand out to shake his. We were never exactly officially introduced. “I...” This is sort of an uncomfortable time and place to run into him. I’m not sure what to say.




  “Um. Are you here for the meeting?” I guess I might as well ask. The church is otherwise closed for business, as far as I can tell.




  He laughs. “I don’t guess you’d believe I showed up on the wrong night for AA?”




  I give him a sharp look. “Because it’s better to be an alcoholic than a survivor of sexual assault?”




  Instantly I feel bad for what I said. I know he was joking to make a difficult situation easier, and I shouldn’t have attacked. Still, rape is a crime where far too often the victim gets blamed. I don’t stand for anyone suggesting what happened to me was my fault. If he was abused or assaulted, he shouldn’t say it about himself, either.




  He looks down at his feet, running his hand briskly over his shaved head. “Uh. Yeah. What about you? Staying or going?”




  “I was supposed to meet someone. She didn’t show.” I point up the stairs. “I’ll stay if you stay.” It’s harder for guys sometimes. A tower of muscles like Dante... I don’t know what might have happened to him, but even I have to admit I’m looking at him and wondering how anyone could have hurt him. My heart pounds even imagining the struggle he must be having to get up the stairs.




  He rubs the muscles in the back of his neck. Tight, thick cords, are covered in dots of what is probably nervous sweat. “You know, there’s a diner over in Pender. Makes the best milkshakes you ever had. Birthday-cake flavored. I could get you one, since it was your birthday a little while ago. I never got a chance to buy you a drink.”




  I see what he’s doing. Anybody in the world would. I could call him on it, but he might bolt. I was there once. That moment where help is there, and you’re not quite ready to reach out and grab. It’s easier to believe all that touchy-feely shit is for other people who need it, but you’re not one of those people.




  Not me. I’m fine.




  I can see the words flashing in his eyes. So I pull my bag higher onto my shoulder and take a step down the stairs. “You know, a milkshake sounds really good.”




  The relief on his face makes me want to cry. “Great. Let me take you out and show you a good time.” Like that, the cocky grin I saw on him in the bar is back in place. This is no long-term solution, but it’s nice to see him feeling better.




  He clears his throat and leads the way out the back door to a curvy sports car. Sleek and silver and I’d almost even say sexy if I dared to use that word for an automobile. I’m not any kind of expert on cars, but I think it’s some kind of Porsche.




  “Not a bad way to get around,” I murmur in awe. I try to calm the anxiety in my stomach, as I think of that pretty red sports car Jake offered to me. The poor, dead Volvo I’ve left sitting in the lot of his shop.




  Every time I try to make a decision, I feel tied in knots.




  “Thanks.” Dante opens the door for me, but doesn’t hold it while he goes around to his side. “I love this old girl. Needed a project after I was forced to take a break from fighting. Bought her all busted up and made her brand new. Your boy Jake helped me out.”




  My boy? Was that supposed to be a figure of speech? “Yeah. He’s... good with cars.”




  “So you two been together long? Can’t be long, right? I only got back to town a few months ago, but I don’t think I saw you until recently.”




  Okay, so not a figure of speech. I press my lips together while we zip down the church’s snakelike drive and out toward the interstate, heading toward the supposedly nearby town of Pender with its diner of the awesome milkshakes. Granted, the way Dante is driving we could be getting milkshakes in Alaska and he’d have us there in a jiffy.




  I tap my fingers on the window. Under ordinary circumstances I might’ve been tempted to let Dante have his assumptions. He’d come off as flirty at the bar, and thinking I’m attached could discourage such behavior. Now, it seems like maybe the dynamic between us has shifted, so I see no reason not to be honest. “I’m not sure what we are, but I don’t think I’d say we’re together.”




  Complicated friends? Even that doesn’t sound quite right.




  Dante makes a funny noise next to me. Something like a cough and a laugh. “That’s funny. He sure made it sound like you were his girl.”




  I turn in my seat so fast the belt nearly slashes me across the neck. “He did?”




  “Uh, yeah.” Dante laughs again. “In the pissing-a-ring-around-his-property kind of way, if you get my meaning.”




  Oh, give me a break. He won’t even freaking kiss me, but he’s telling Dante we’re a thing? Not that I was all that interested in Dante, as much as this new side of him is warming me up. He’s sweet and friendly and gorgeous and I’m way too hung up on some jerkface who acts like he doesn’t want me. At least not to my face. That asshole.




  Seriously. What an asshole. “What’s his damn problem?”




  Dante slows the car and takes the next exit off the highway, concentrating for a moment. Maybe on where he’s going, or maybe on a thoughtful answer to my question. “I get it,” he says.




  Oh. Good. At least one of us does. “Would you share, then? I’m still lost.” Really. God, I feel so lost. Exhaustion hits me. I woke up at five to work at the bakery and I have to do it again tomorrow. I ought to have gone home to bed. I remind myself that Dante needed a friend and what I’m doing here is important.




  Besides, I wouldn’t be getting this intel about Jake if I’d gone home. Part of me is morbidly curious. Okay, a lot of me is curious.




  We pull into the lot of a small, silver-paneled building with windows and cheerful lighting. Very old school. A handful of cars and trucks are sprinkled around the lot, and Dante swings in right up front like he owns the place. Now that we’re out of the church, he seems to have his groove back.




  Dante turns in his seat, the lighting from the diner making his grin look a little maniacal. “He doesn’t want you, but he doesn’t want anyone else to have you. It’s a guy thing.”




  Frustration seethes through me. “Are you kidding me? It’s messed up, is what it is.”




  “Sure. It’s good, though.”




  I can’t keep my mouth closed. “You’re gonna need to explain this one to me.”




  “Look, Evergreen is a quiet place. Jake and I had some bad shit go down with this boxing commissioner, and we needed a place to get away from all the bullshit. That was the upside. The downside is in a town so small, you so much as sneeze and five people offer you a tissue.”




  I know that much. I can relate. “Yeah. So what’s that got to do with Jake and his assholery?”




  Dante smiles and gives me a pretend punch to the arm. “Jake’s never so much as sneezed, you feel me? We’re only friendly because we went through some of the same shit on the fight circuit. He doesn’t have friends, really. If you got under his skin enough that he wanted me to think you were taken, that’s big.”




  “What I feel is it’s a big pain in the ass,” I grumble. “I don’t know why I even care. I’m supposed to be leaving town soon anyway.”




  “That’s too bad,” Dante says softly. “You’re easy to talk to. And I guess I’m a little like Jake. I don’t got too many buddies either.”




  I sigh, conflicted. “I’m only here because my car broke down. The repairs are expensive and I haven’t decided what to do.”




  “Hmm.” Quiet settles over Dante. “Well, if it looks like you’ll still be here next week, let me know. Maybe I’d like to try going to that meeting again.”




  My chest tightens. I should leave Evergreen Grove. I should get a bus ticket. I should get away from Jake. Find a place to settle down and start my future. I don’t have anybody waiting for me though, and if I can help someone like Dante who’s been through the things I have, then maybe waiting a measly seven more days is worthwhile.




  “If I stay until next week, you’ll go?”




  He nods. “I’d really appreciate it.”




  “Okay,” I say. “Next week. I’ll be there.”




  
12. THE FUCKING MILKSHAKE




  Jake




  I tell myself I’m only here to offer an olive branch. Why then, am I showing up at Cassie’s room so late at night? I could have waited till tomorrow. Gone by the coffee shop at a decent hour. Except it was my night to help clean up the garage, and in the midst of racking tires and storing pry bars, I thought of a way to smooth things over with Cassie. No time like the present.




  I needed any excuse to lie low, anyway. There was a guy hanging out on my street tonight in a car I didn’t recognize. Could’ve been some neighbor’s friend out for a smoke, but pulling into the driveway didn’t immediately seem like the best plan.




  When I knock on Cassie’s door, there’s no answer. It’s after nine. I guess she could be in bed, but it still seems early for her to have already hit the sack. I try again, louder. Still no answer.




  Wherever she is, it’s none of my business. None of my business.




  I beat my brain mushy with that reminder while I stand there at her door. Jamming my hands into my pockets, I turn around and lean my back against the wall. The night is cooling down. The crickets and fireflies have come out. This sort of night would be nice for a walk or a picnic outside with someone you cared about, but I don’t have that sort of person.




  So why am I here? I guess I know. I’m here because a pretty twenty-one-year-old keeps pushing her lips against mine, and I’m a red-blooded guy. She says she doesn’t mind that I don’t want serious. She’s leaving town soon. Gun to my head, I guess I figured... I figured it might be okay to give in.




  When I’m in a rational state of mind, I know better. There’s no such thing as “simple” and “no strings” when it comes to sex. I’ve seen it go wrong too many ways. When I’m alone, though, and I can’t get that kiss out of my mind, and—okay, fine—I’ve gotten the fiftieth call from home that I can’t answer, the idea of some company from this girl doesn’t seem so bad.




  Until I see a shiny, silver Carrera pull into the parking lot. Then I see Cassie get out. Out of Dante Ramos’s fucking car.




  I’m invisible to them in the shadows against Cassie’s door. While she comes around the car to hug Dante—to kiss him on the cheek—the tips of my torn-up fingers push into my thighs through my pockets hard enough to make bruises.




  “What the fuck is she doing with him?” I whisper the question to myself, harsh and desperate. Honestly, who the fuck else do I have to blame?




  Dante doesn’t owe me. We’re not friends like that. It’s not like he had any “Bro Code” obligation to keep his hands off. And Cassie? What damn reason have I given her not to look elsewhere?




  Dante leans close to say something I can’t hear while he takes her hands in both of his. My stomach burns. I hate them both. I hate myself. I want to clock the cocky SOB in his prize-winning jaw, and then I want to drag Cassie inside to stake a claim on her I can’t begin to deserve.




  She’s mine.




  No she isn’t.




  Yes, she is.




  Shit. Shut up.




  I should get in my truck. Pull out and go home before they cross the parking lot. Avoid the showdown. I can’t, though. I can’t walk away and leave her alone with him. I’m not even sure I understand. It’s like there’s a ball of fire and lead in the center of me. Some kind of giant, spinning magnet.




  I have to stand here, at her door. I have to talk to her. That’s all I know.




  Cassie sees me first. She stops with a scrape of her sneaker on the pavement, her mouth open. “Jake? What’s— Is everything okay?”




  “Sure. We never finished talking the other day. Thought I’d stop on my way home.” No. Nothing. Not a damn thing is okay right now. That feeling threatens to choke me. She cannot be getting to me. She can’t.




  Dante chuckles. “You could pick up a phone, bro.”




  I cut my gaze to him. Darkness has fallen rapidly, but lights ring the Inn’s perimeter. I know he sees the threat on my face by the way he straightens up and tightens his fists. Good. I may not fight in a ring any longer, but I had to fight to stay alive before I found a job in Evergreen Grove. He doesn’t worry me.




  “Uh, hey.” Cassie takes a step forward. “Dante.” She taps him on the arm. “Why don’t you and I talk later?”




  He looks me up and down. “You sure?”




  Then she does something interesting. Since the night I picked her up on that road she’s given me trust, accepted that I’d protect her. I took it as a burden, a noose around my neck. Something I didn’t deserve even if I had wanted it. I didn’t realize how much it meant until now.




  Now, she’s looking at me like a stranger.




  “We didn’t get to finish talking on Sunday. I had some things to say.” Carefully, I pull my hands from my pockets and lean back against the door. Casual, nice guy. See?




  She looks back at Dante. “It’s fine. I’ll see you later.”




  He nods. “All right then.” Still, he’s walking away slow. The look over his shoulder says he doesn’t trust me for sure.




  Dante. Doesn’t trust me. That’s funny.




  Maybe Cassie does, though. She holds up a cup I hadn’t noticed. “Thanks for the milkshake.”




  With one last look, he gets in his Carrera, waves, and takes off. Neither of us talk until we see taillights fade away.




  “Good?” I jam my hands into my pockets again. I nod my head like I’m asking about the milkshake when really I want to ask more. About her. About Dante. I don’t know when I last gave a shit. Suddenly, I’m seventeen again.




  Maybe when she blows town, I’ll be back on my feet. Maybe then, she’ll be out of my head.




  “Very.” She nods slowly, staring me down with curiosity that makes me want to jump back in my truck and gun the engine. Or kiss her until I know for sure whether her answer is referring to her date with Dante or the fucking milkshake.




  Jesus. Just because she wants me doesn’t mean I have to want her back. Mariana wanted me, and I stood up to her. I said no. I left town, rather than cave to her fucking blackmail.




  Anger rises inside of me. Concern spreads across Cassie’s face, so I try to shove it down. “So listen...” Shit. Now that I’m here in front of her, I can’t find the right words for what I wanted to say.




  “Look, we weren’t on a date. You can simmer down.” She shoves past me to unlock her door.




  “I don’t—” I don’t let myself finish the lie. I do care. I hate that I care. Fuck it all, anyway. “So what were you doing with him? I told you. He’s bad news.”




  She pushes into the room. A purse and hoodie drop on the table inside the door as she goes. Her shoes get kicked across the room, ending up by the bed. She drops onto it, pulling up a knit blanket that she’s used to replace those ugly standard hotel bedspreads.




  “You told me the same thing about yourself,” she says. “So far I haven’t seen any evidence to support either statement. Show me some, why don’t you?”




  Fuck, she may as well have come up and wrapped her hand around my throat. She’s challenging me, and we both know it.




  I stand in her doorway without an answer because at the moment I can only see two moves. I don’t like either one: turn and leave, or tell her the truth.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  Jake’s looking at me like he swallowed a handful of thumbtacks and doesn’t want to admit to the pain. His Adam’s apple bobs slowly while his sharp eyes home in on mine.




  I’ve pushed him, made him angry or uncomfortable. As he rubs his fingers against his thumb, my heart races like it did the night I stared down that truck. Is he pissed? Is he finally going to reveal this big secret he’s been dangling like a rotten carrot?




  I wish he would.




  He rubs his fingers together again. “Look, about the car—”




  “Oh, okay.” I flop back against the pillows on my temporary bed. “So you’re going to avoid the question.” If my mother were here she’d tell me I’m being rude. Maybe I am, but so is he. I feel like he’s, I dunno, stringing me along or something. I’ve had enough stuff that twists up my head to last a lifetime.




  I liked this guy. He’s trying to turn it into something bad and wrong. Don’t I deserve to have a crush for once? Just a crush—something that doesn’t turn out warped and awful? He says I can’t like him because he’s got some big secret or something, but so far all I see is a guy who’s afraid I’ll get clingy. That’s no secret. That’s every guy I’ve ever heard of.




  “We never finished talking about your car problem,” he murmured.




  My stomach twists. I don’t want to talk about my car. I know my answer. I don’t like it, but it’s the only right one. “I can’t take your car. I Googled that thing. It’s worth like twenty grand. I can’t pay you anything close to what it’s worth, and no way you’re going to give it to me.”




  Now he’s smiling and stepping inside the room. God, I wish I could get a handle on this guy. So many days I feel like I’m all over the place. And him? I totally can’t get a read. He likes me. He doesn’t. He’s a good guy. He isn’t.




  “It’s like I told you,” he says. “It’s a collector car.”




  I put my hands out to the side. “Well. That explains everything.”




  Well, at least that got a laugh out of him. “It actually does. They don’t make that model anymore, so that makes them worth a little money sometimes. It’s only worth that much if there’s a buyer somewhere in the area willing to come and haul it away for me, and mine has some damage. If you look around long enough, you’ll find them ranging in price from a few thousand to probably more than twenty.”




  I push my toes into the holes of my blanket for something to do. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”




  “I guess. It’s supposed to. My point is it’s really only worth what a buyer will pay and I haven’t found a buyer.” He comes over to the bed. I think he’s going to sit next to me, but instead he kneels on the floor, putting us eye to eye. “So sitting in my back yard with nothing to do, it’s worth zilch to me. And you need a car. You see what I mean?”




  It’s a strange and intimate arrangement, having him here in front of me this way. On his knees.




  I lick my lips, but my whole mouth has gone dry. “Maybe. Except someone else might come along who can afford to pay you more.”




  “I’m tired of waiting.” He puts a hand on my knee and my fingertips tingle. “The thing is, my mother passed away, too. Not so recently as yours. It sucks to say we weren’t super close, but she did buy me that car when I was a teenager. A neighbor had taken shitty care of it, and they were selling it cheap. My dad and I fixed it up.”




  Pain pricks my skin. I don’t like the idea of taking away a piece of his history. “So wouldn’t you want to keep the car? The sentimental value—”




  “Sentimental value isn’t always good, Cassie.” I try not to shiver at the way he says my name so low and quiet, the way he squeezes my knee to impress his point on me. “My dad checked out after Mom died. Got remarried. Stopped caring much about what I did. More than anything, that car’s a bad reminder. If you took it from me, you’d be doing me a favor.”




  He’s almost got me convinced. It still doesn’t feel right. “You’re serious?”




  “I am. It solves two problems, right? You need a car. I need to get rid of a car.”




  My head hurts a little. “I can’t take a car from you. Let me pay you something.”




  He smiles. “Figure out what you can afford. Don’t worry too much, though. I’m okay.”




  I’m okay. He’s so close I can smell the soap on his skin and the coffee on his breath. I can see strain around his eyes. I don’t believe that he’s okay. I don’t believe I am either.




  “I’ll call my bank and get you a check by next week. Is that okay?” I try to smile. This should all be a good thing. I can’t figure out why my chest feels so heavy.




  “Sure. You can stay for another week?”




  I will have been in Evergreen Grove for almost a month. I almost can’t believe it. “I promised Dante I’d stay until next week. Anyway, I need to decide where I’m headed next.”




  He pulls back. The quiet harmony between us strains like a chord gone off-key, and it’s painful. “What’s the story with you and him?”




  I can’t tell him. Dante’s story isn’t mine to share. “He’s a friend. I’m not about to open a joint bank account with him or anything, but I think his intentions are good.”




  Jake rocks back against the wall, stretching his legs in front of him. Against the paint’s stark whiteness he looks so vibrant with his kaleidoscope of tattoos and the nervous energy that practically bounces off his skin. He opens and closes his mouth a couple of times, then pounds his fist against his thigh like he’s frustrated.




  “Shit.” He hisses the single syllable out between angry, clenched teeth. “I didn’t like seeing him touch you and everything. You two seemed...” He spreads his fingers, bending and flexing them in some male effort to articulate what he can’t with his words.




  I think about what Dante said. He doesn’t want you but he doesn’t want anyone else to have you. If it’s true, it’s frustrating as all hell. I mean, damaged or not—and that goes for me or Jake—I have got to be able to do better than guys who treat me like I’ll break if they look at me the wrong way.




  I thought that guy could be Jake. Maybe not. Maybe he’s too wrapped up in whatever his own shortcomings are.




  “Dante is a friend,” I grumble. “A friend. Let’s remember though, you’re the one who smacked me down. To be clear, a gal’s self-esteem can only take so much of that stuff, so I’m trying real hard not to take it personally. I’m trying to remember about how there are things I don’t know that make it impossible for you to so much as kiss me. You know, you might as well tell me, since you don’t wanna touch me now anyway.”




  I cross my arms over my chest and breathe deep, catching up from my tirade. I realize I’m crying, and that is an absolute no-no in front of other humans. I swipe my arm over my face before my mascara can run or anything else gross, but I fear the damage has been done.




  Damn, I feel energized though. Turns out bitching someone out until you’re blue in the face is cathartic.




  Slowly, he stands. His back inches up the wall with the whisper of cotton and denim on drywall. When he reaches his full height, we’re so close I have to look up some. I wish we could go back to him kneeling. I liked being taller for a change.




  He grips my shoulders. Not hard, but enough to get my attention. “I like the way you look at me. Like you see good there. And possibilities. Like you want more than for me to rock your world and leave out the back door before morning so your husband doesn’t see me.”




  “Jake...” I don’t ask if he really thinks that’s all he’s good for. It’s on his face, and it breaks my heart.




  He puts a finger under my chin. “You don’t want to know the truth about me. You’d never look at me the same way again.”




  Something pings and snaps inside. A dam bursts and the tears come out of me, harder than before. “Seriously, what could you have possibly done? I’ve got news, buddy, shitty things have happened to us all. You know, I lost my virginity to a guy holding a pair of scissors against my throat. In my favorite music store, where I went every day after school. The clerk who tried to save me got stabbed... right here.” I place two shaking fingers against my neck, between my chin and my collarbone.




  The familiar nausea’s rising as I push out the last part. “He bled to death on the floor next to me while I waited for help to come. Wanna guess how people respond to that information? Or look at me like I’m a three-legged puppy who’s about to be put to sleep at the pound? So whatever issues you’ve got, you can take a number.”




  He watches me with his blue eyes open wide and his mouth slack. Crap, I went too far. Honestly, I hadn’t known how to stop. The words kept on flying out of my mouth and my chest kept heaving almost like someone had reached in there and yanked them all out.




  One of his hands comes to my cheek. He swipes a thumb across the streaks of tears I can’t seem to hold in any more, shaking his head slightly. “That sucks,” he says as he pulls me close.




  That sucks.




  Oh my God. My body sags against him. What a ridiculous response—and yet all over again, I want to kiss him. I’ve heard “I’m sorry” enough to last a lifetime. I know it’s the standard sentiment. I’ve said it myself. They’re sorry it happened. So am I, but what do I say in return? Thanks? It’s okay? Of course it isn’t okay. Not in any way imaginable.




  Jake’s quiet “that sucks” were words I never knew I needed. Hearing someone say they understood things were bad, that they got it, but they weren’t trying to fix anything, feels healing beyond words.




  Because it does suck, but there’s nothing to fix. My ex, he meant well, but he kept asking when I was going to “get over it.” I think I’ve done a lot of getting better. I think I heal more every day. Every day I move forward. But you don’t “get over.” You don’t fix.




  Too soon Jake pulls away, sliding past me into the bathroom. He comes back with the box of tissues and hands a couple over, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze.




  For a minute or two I’m lost to blowing my nose and wiping my face. I slip into the bathroom, trying to clear up the splotchiness and make myself look a little less unfortunate.




  When I return he’s exploring around the room, flipping the latches on my guitar case with curiosity. “Would you play something for me?”




  I take a shaky breath. “You’re trying to distract me.” I smile though, because he’s smiling at me, and because I appreciate what he’s trying to do.




  He shrugs. “Do you want to talk about it more? About what happened to you?”




  “No.” I really don’t. My body feels heavy and tired now, like it always does whenever I spend any kind of time on the subject. I had a therapist tell me it was a coping thing. Whatever. I get tired as hell. It’s as good a reason as any to try not to think about what happened that day in the record store.




  He picks up my guitar and holds it out. “So play for me then. Please?”




  His hand touches mine when I wrap my hand around the neck, and for the first time in a long time, the familiar ridges of the strings reassure me. “What do you want to hear?”




  
13. BEACON OF HOPE




  Jake




  I couldn’t leave her. I may be a lot of things, but even I’m not dick enough to make a girl cry and then leave a smoke trail on my way out the door. So instead I asked her to play me more songs, mostly Clapton and Queen and The Beatles and stuff because the guys at the shop like their classic rock, and I figured it would take her mind off her demons. And mine.




  When she got too tired, I helped her into bed like a good guy would. I guess I could have left then, but she kept holding onto my hand like it was some kind of lifeline. So I stayed.




  All night, I stayed.




  A slash of light from the window cuts across Cassie’s face when I wake in the morning. Her lids are swollen and her skin is streaked. I figure she cried more during the night. Thinking about it—about everything she told me—makes me want to find the fucker who hurt her and beat him till he can’t be recognized.




  She’s right. There are worse things than my shitty story, and I don’t own all the pain in the world. I’ve been walking around with this idea that I’m alone because nobody gets it. Dante kind of does, which is the only reason why we’re still sort-of friends. He was there that day Davidson went down, and he saw it all happen. He wasn’t responsible though, so for him it’s different.




  I start to wonder if Cassie would get it. She’s come through a harder fire than I had to endure. I still see life in her. That’s dangerous thinking, though. She’s in town for maybe another week or whatever. I can’t start looking at her like she’s some beacon of hope.




  The softness of her hair in my hand makes me want to bury my fingers and kiss her awake. Whisper promises in her ear I can’t possibly deliver. She’s been honest with me, but I still haven’t given her the real deal. I don’t know for sure that she’d stay if I did. I could be really wrong, and really wrong would be really fucking bad.




  My phone buzzes in my pocket, a reminder of what I’ve been ignoring for weeks. I don’t know why my dad is trying to reach me after so long. Maybe something’s happened to someone. I wonder off and on if Dad’s sick, but after all this time, I’m wondering what could matter enough.




  Cassie’s warm, sleepy body moves against mine. At first she burrows into me, smelling sweet like vanilla. I tell myself not to get used to having her in my arms. My fingers ache when I stretch them out, letting the strands of her hair fall to the pillow.




  I miss the feeling of them already.




  “No. Oh, no-no-no.” She whispers at first, then gets louder. Panic wakes her up fast and pushes her out of bed. “Shit.” She grabs her phone from the table and starts changing clothes before I can stop her. Stripping off her old shirt and grabbing a new one from a bag at the foot of the bed.




  I can’t not look. She’s right there, hopping around with the early morning light caressing her curves in a way I can’t. “Is... everything okay?”




  Shit, she’s got a tattoo. A little Chinese symbol in the usual tramp stamp location. On her, it doesn’t look so cliché as I might find it on most girls. Well, there’s a no brainer.




  “I’m so late,” she moans from inside her shirt. “I should’ve been at Delia’s making muffins like an hour ago. I forgot to set my alarm.”




  “Shit. Sorry. I should’ve remembered.”




  Color me relieved when she runs into the bathroom to do her thing, and comes out wearing clean pants. I couldn’t have handled seeing her in her underwear.




  “I’m the one who should’ve remembered.” She runs water to brush her teeth and splash on her face, and the whole rush makes it clear she’s about sixty seconds from burning rubber on her way out the door. Not really much time to say anything deep.




  There’s a lot I want to ask, about what she said last night. It’s all jumbled in my head.




  I slide out of bed to find my shoes. “I guess it’s good you’re not sticking around much longer. Only so much trouble you can get into.”




  We both stop when the meaning of that sinks in. I kinda don’t want her to go, and I’m guessing maybe she’s also got some reasons to hesitate. I see how she’s started to put down roots here, even if she hasn’t done it on purpose.




  “Yeah. Guess so.” Standing at the door with her bag and keys, she lets out a long breath. “So are you ever going to tell me? This thing that makes you so unlovable?”




  “Unlovable.” I clamp my teeth together at that one. I’d never put it quite that way out loud, but it’s true. A man died, after all.




  So yeah. Unlovable.




  I sigh. “I pissed off my stepmother. I left home early. Younger than you. Some bad things happened on my road to staying alive.” It’s way oversimplified, but she’s already late.




  She clutches her purse in front of her. Like a barrier, or maybe that’s just me. “What happened? With your stepmother?”




  “We really don’t have time for that kind of story.”




  “Must have been bad.”




  I look at her. My hands go back in my pockets. “Didn’t even stay for high school graduation.”




  “That sucks,” she says.




  It lightens something inside me, the way she parrots my own lame words of sympathy. We both dealt with something impossibly fucked-up. We kept going. We’re still here. I manage to smile.




  Looking at her standing there in the morning light, it’s not hard.




  She drops her arms and steps forward. “I wish you had someone to trust with this,” she whispers. “I’m here if you decide you can tell me. I swear.”




  This time when she steps up on her toes to brush her lips over mine, I don’t push her away. I don’t want to.




  If someone like her likes me, sees me as someone who could be good to them. For them. It’s not something I can afford to keep throwing away. How many more people like Cassie will walk into my life?




  I give myself the luxury of squeezing my fingers around hers for a few seconds. “You really might not want to know.”




  She squeezes back. “I’ve been hurt. Not only by strangers but by people who were supposed to love me. You’ve done nothing but try to protect me. The way you go about it has sucked a couple of times, but you have. So listen, I believe in you.”




  “Hey.” I rub my thumb along the side of her face, right where a sliver of sun kisses her jaw the way I’d like to. “About last night... About what you said. You’re okay? Really?”




  She takes a deep breath. Her eyes open a little wider, but they stay right on me. “All things considered?” She shrugs. “I feel like I’m getting there. I mean, I’m learning that everyone’s got something to deal with. This is my thing. Sometimes, like the night we met, it’s hard. But it gets easier, and I think it will continue to over time.”




  My phone buzzes again. I’m not going to answer. Eventually, they’ll stop trying. I shake my head and smile. This girl’s head and shoulders beyond me in the wisdom department. “You’re amazing.”




  She smiles. “You’re pretty great yourself.” She does a little dance. “Now, I really do have to go.”




  “I’ll drive you. After your shift I can pick you up and we’ll go get your new car.”




  I love the way saying that makes her light up. “Really? Okay.”




  See what I did there?




  As we’re leaving, I spot her guitar case, still propped on a chair from last night. “Hey, Joe’s is having an open mike on Thursday. You should come.”




  She nods, looking more relaxed than she has since I’ve met her. “Maybe I will.”




  I like that look on her face. I love knowing I put it there.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  “Okay, I think I’ve got it this time.” I let out the clutch and give the car some gas like Jake’s been showing me. “Damn.”




  I don’t have it. The car starts bucking wildly.




  “Okay, turn it off.” Jake’s laughing at me from the passenger seat.




  “What? I don’t even know what I did.” I can’t think.




  “Turn—fuck—here.” He reaches over and turns the key in the ignition. Immediately, the violent jerking stops. “Jesus, that was awful. You gotta calm down with the clutch. It’s not going to eat your foot.”




  “I know.” I stick my tongue out like a brat, but I start the car again, ready to give it another try. Like, the fiftieth try.




  It’s Wednesday, and we’re parked sideways at an overlook in the wooded hills above Evergreen Grove. It’s isolated and beautiful. After we tried and failed to do a little driving around after work, Jake decided to bring me up here where I could stall as many times as I wanted to in relative privacy. Thoughtful of him.




  He reaches over to flip off the radio, silencing Ed Sheeran with a disappointing click. “Here. Maybe this will help.”




  “But I like the music.” The trouble is, silence makes me squirm. Especially when I’m with Jake.




  “But you’re not concentrating.” He leans so close, his cheek is almost against mine. “Now. Do it slowly this time. If you accelerate gently and then let the clutch out nice and easy, you’ll feel that place where they catch. That’s the place where you can let your left foot relax. Relax. Don’t yank it off the pedal. There’s no reason to be nervous. Take it easy.”




  I try to smile, but it doesn’t come out so great. No reason to be nervous? His solid arm rests practically on top of mine and I don’t know what to think. Last night and this morning were nice but also confusing. I don’t know what he thinks of me now.




  I’m so aware of him and of the fact that I’m driving his car. He may have agreed to sell it to me, but I still don’t want to explode my second engine in a month.




  So, yeah. Relax. No big.




  I’m afraid he’ll think I don’t respect this great thing he’s given me. I’m also afraid if I pass up this chance, I won’t get another. I know, I gave myself all these BS talks about not being afraid, but this is totally different. This is massive. “All right. I’ll try to take it easy.




  His hair brushes my ear when he nods. “Just remember. Slowly. Wait till you get the hang of it before you drive it like you stole it.”




  This time, I laugh. Even when things feel like they’re totally off the rails, he has a way of getting me not to take it so seriously. I wonder how he can do that, when he seems like he’s punishing himself all the time.




  I shift around to try and get comfortable in the seat, and then I try again. With a deep breath, I give the car a little gas, let my foot off the clutch, and... “Holy crap!” We’re actually moving forward.




  Praise be to Clapton.




  “Hey, there we go! Told ya it wouldn’t take long.” He slaps a hand on my leg and points to the entrance of the overlook. “If you swing out here we can take it faster. Do some hills.”




  My pulse kicks up. “I don’t know if I’m ready for hills.”




  He squeezes my leg. “You’re ready.”




  I laugh with disbelief, my body flushing with heat as we head out onto a curvy, tree-lined road. I’m sure a million college kids once upon a time had their first crack at driving a stick shift, but to me this feels like a crazy adventure. It’s something I never thought I’d do, certainly not with Jake.




  The painted sky and sun setting behind all the foliage looks like stained glass. As I shift gears and gain speed, I finally feel like maybe I’ll be able to drive this damn car. “Okay, that was so much easier. Why didn’t you tell me to do it that way to start?”




  “I did. You didn’t listen.” His hand is still on my leg. I’m betting he doesn’t realize it, and I’m not going to be the one to say anything. I like the way it feels, and if I speak up about it, he might take it away. It anchors and comforts me when I feel like I might otherwise fly away in this insanely amazing car.




  “You did not explain it that way before.” I stick out my tongue again. I don’t know if he’s looking, and I don’t care. It’s nice to be a little juvenile.




  The hand on my leg gives another quick squeeze. “I did. You got all anxious and trigger happy, that’s all.”




  “I was not ‘trigger happy.’” I hold up one hand to make air quotes, and he grabs my fingers.




  “Ah-ah. Hands on the wheel, newbie.”




  I slap his hand with mine, but I laugh again. Harder. God, it’s almost like the night before, with all the crying and whatnot, never happened. Or maybe this new comfort level is because of what happened. I told him some things. He told me some things. Maybe we trust each other now?




  I don’t trust easily, but being with Jake is like curling up with a mug of hot chocolate or my guitar in a really great patch of sunlight. In spite of how we met, I can’t imagine anything more effortless. Every time I think about how good being with him feels, a wave of sadness washes through the whole experience.




  No matter how good this is, it’s all going to be over so soon.




  “Turn in up here.” Jake taps the back of his hand against my shoulder to get my attention, and points to a place where the shoulder of the road slopes off into a wide, grassy bank. “You can park for now. When we leave it’ll be good practice for you, getting off the slope.”




  “Super.” I say it full of sarcasm, but I’m honestly curious about where we are. It looks like nothing but a huge, grassy field stretching out between two rows of trees. “What is this place, the UFO airstrip?”




  He chuckles and we get out of the car. He pops the trunk, pulling out a couple of sodas and wrapped sandwiches. “Hungry?”




  I’m on the verge of saying no when my stomach pipes up and grumbles. “I guess it is awfully late. Thanks.”




  He drops to the grass and pats a spot next to him. “Turkey and Swiss, or tomato and mozzarella?”




  “Tomato and mozzarella, please. And thank you.”




  For a moment we’re both quiet, watching the dusky evening settle into darkness while sandwich wrappers crinkle and soda tabs crack and hiss. Part of me wants to say a lot of things, like ask if his opinion of me has changed. Maybe I don’t want an answer.




  Part of me thinks I’m happier sitting here in the near-dark with Jake’s shoulder against mine than I’ve ever been in my life. I don’t want to let anything, not even words, interrupt this moment. Still, as the fireflies come out to play and the silence drags on, it seems like someone has to say something. So I do. “It’s nice up here,” I say. “I kind of can’t believe there aren’t a ton of high school kids trying to make out and smoke pot.”




  When in doubt, make a joke. Right?




  He laughs. “Yeah, I think they all do that down in that wooded area at the park. Not enough cover here.” He points toward a spot in the distance. “Hard to see it now that it’s getting dark, but there’s an electrical tower down there. I think that’s why this strip of grass is here. For maintenance access.”




  “So how do you know about it? Or is electrical technician also on your job history?”




  He chuckles. “Nah. I found this place driving around one night a few months after I first moved to the area. It’s always been a good place to sit and think.” He turns toward me. Even in the dark, I can sense the seriousness on his face. “I don’t sleep well. So I drive around a lot.”




  Jake. “That sounds...”




  “What?”




  “Lonely.” I shrug my shoulder against his. I was trying to come up with a nicer way to say it, something that didn’t sound so sad. It does, though. It sounds like a sad thing to do, driving around in the middle of the night trying to get tired enough to sleep. Not to mention dangerous. Not that I have any room to talk about insomnia.




  His hand barely touches the edge of my jaw. “It’s how I found you that night. Damn good thing, too. God knows what would have happened.”




  “I could have taken care of myself.”




  “I’m glad you didn’t have to.”




  Honestly, so am I. Leaving Ohio was supposed to be about proving I could be on my own. Like AJ said though, sometimes it’s nice to have help. I lay back in the grass and pillow my head on my hands. “I guess I’m not used to having any help.”




  “Yeah, I know what that’s like.” The grass beside me crushes and rustles. His body heat closes in on mine. The tip of his elbow bumps me as he lays parallel to me under the sky.




  With the breeze kicking up and the sun down, I want to squish up close and absorb his heat. Smell the woodsy soap he uses and feel his strength against me. I don’t want to be pushed away again, but he’s been different today so I don’t know. Maybe he wouldn’t? I want to find out what this is between us. If he’s willing to stop protecting me from some ridiculous notion that he’s a bad guy.




  “I guess we both know what it’s like.” I roll onto my side, letting the little sharp points of the grass tickle my skin.




  He responds with a neutral “mmm” and curls up into a kind of half crunch to slurp some of his soda. When he comes back down, I slide my hand under his head. When his breath pauses and he turns toward me, I decide to go for it.




  This secret of his. He thinks whatever it is, I’ll hate him. Or I’ll run away. I have to know.




  “So tell me about what happened after you left home?”




  He turns to stone under my hand. Everything gets heavier, and his head practically crushes my hand. His breath is harsh in my ear, and I can even see the heavy rise and fall of his white T-shirt from the light of the moon. I can’t tell if I’ve made him mad, or... Or...




  “Look, you don’t have to tell me. I’m sorry.” I pull away as a fissure runs down my chest. Without realizing it these past few weeks, that hollowness I got so used to had started to fill in. I hadn’t even noticed. Now I’ve upset Jake, and there’s a tiny crack where my confidence had begun to shore itself up.




  He turns toward me with a long breath. His hand finds mine, the fingers clutching almost like they’re grabbing for something out of desperation. “It’s bad, Cassie. You keep saying it can’t be that bad, but it is. It’s not like what happened to you, but it’s a fucking awful thing that I can’t ever take back.”




  I roll to face him and I press my forehead against his. “Hey. You’re a good person. I can tell.” He could try to deny it all he wanted, but he’d shoved me out of the way of a truck and driven me around so I wouldn’t have to walk, and now he was giving me a discounted car. Assholes didn’t do things like that. “So you know, I know you didn’t do anything that awful. It’s not like you killed someone.”




  He gets completely still and silent. All I can hear is the sound of crickets in the grass around us, and the heavy clang of my hammering heart. I realize how badly I must have put my foot in my mouth.




  No... He didn’t. “Jake,” I whisper. “Tell me what happened.”




  
14. IT WASN’T AN ACT




  Jake




  I can’t fucking breathe. I can’t feel anything except Cassie’s hand squeezing mine.




  Tell me what happened.




  I close my eyes, and there’s Davidson Banes with his big grin. “It’ll be okay, Jackson. I’ll go down, and we’ll both be fine.”




  Except he wasn’t fine.




  Cassie’s hand touches my chest, and somehow I manage to breathe again. “He was supposed to take a fall. He never got back up.”




  It takes all the air I have to say those words. They scrape me raw when they leave, burning the inside of my mouth and throat. I haven’t talked to a single person about it who wasn’t already there that day, and I didn’t think I ever would.




  She shakes her head. “Jake, I don’t understand.”




  I know she doesn’t understand. I can’t put my thoughts together enough to explain. It’s all on a loop. That night. The argument with Arlo Specter, the deal I made with Davidson, and then the fight that ended so fucking badly.




  I manage to back it up to where it all really started. “I told you I left home before I finished high school.”




  “Yeah, you did.”




  I try to push out a breath. I feel like I’ve got something stuck in my throat, and the air won’t go in or out. “Yeah, so I had this insane fight with my stepmom. Years ago. I left. I... I took up fighting—boxing mostly—to earn cash. Signed a contract with this shady guy who had equally shady refs on the take, but the money was decent.”




  “Okay.” Her hand gives mine a hard squeeze. She probably gets it now, where this is going. She wanted to hear it though, so I’m going to tell her. We’ll see how fast it takes her to get that car back into town when I’m done.




  “So this guy I knew, he wanted to quit. He’d taken some bad knocks, the doc had told him no more, and his girl was pregnant. He owed one more fight on his contract. We found out we were facing off, so we came up with a plan for it to look like I knocked him out early. He’d fulfill his contract and get out like he wanted without the risk of getting beat on round after round. We’d share the prize money. All win.”




  My heart is racing now. Racing faster than that RX-7 can go down a straightaway. As determined as I am to finish, I don’t know if I can. I can just see him lying there on the mat, and I don’t want to feel Cassie pull away when I say the words.




  So it takes me by surprise when she pushes closer. “I guess it didn’t work out like planned.”




  “God. No.” Finally, that ball of air leaves my lungs. “He went down.” My hand slaps the grass. “Fuck, I was so fucking thrilled, Cassie. I thought we’d pulled it off. This guy had nailed it. He stumbled and went face down on the mat like you read about in the papers. No way would anybody buy it for an act. He was gonna be home free to go off and raise his baby girl.”




  “But it wasn’t an act,” she whispers.




  All I can do is shake my head against hers. I’ve said more to her about Davidson’s death than I’ve said to anyone, and now my tongue feels heavy and numb.




  “Did you get in trouble?”




  I shake my head again. “You sign waivers. Death is a risk of the sport. Still...”




  “It’s terrible.” I can feel her tears against my cheek. I don’t know why she’s crying, but it makes it hard for me to keep my own in and I’ve been doing that for a long fucking time. “You tried to help him,” she murmurs in my ear. “You tried. You didn’t do anything wrong. You have to know that.”




  I wish I did.




  She rolls over onto her back, scooting until her shoulder is pressed up against me. “Hey the stars are coming out,” she says.




  “Yeah. I see.”




  She sighs, super long and loud. “You know, my mom used to say this thing. A quote from I forget—Oscar Wilde, I think?—about how we’re all in the gutter but some of us are still looking up at the stars. Do you get that?”




  The moon is shining on her face, making it shiny and golden. I don’t think I ought to, but I prop my head on my hand and I let myself run a finger over the dampness of her cheek. “I’m not sure.”




  She glances over. “I think what it means is that all of us have been knocked down in some way or another, but some of us are still looking up at the possibility that things will get better. I think my mom, and your friend, it’s...” She sniffs and swipes over her face with her sleeve. “It sucks that they aren’t around to try again. You and I are still here though, and as long as we are, we owe it to ourselves to keep looking up.”




  She shivers, and without thinking, I reach my arm out to pull her close. I don’t want her to be cold. Neither of us should be cold tonight.




  I take a breath and think about what she’s saying. I’ve been treading water for years. I’ve missed talking to my dad and seeing my sister grow up. I’ve missed letting anyone get close to me or even bothering with an education. Not that I don’t like my job, but the point is I didn’t even try. I didn’t try, because I didn’t deserve more.




  What if Cassie’s right? If Davidson had been the one to survive that fight, he would have gone on to get a college degree and raise a family. Those were his plans. Me, I just stopped.




  Slowly, I realize something important: “You don’t think it was my fault.”




  “I told you I didn’t.” She slides her fingers into mine, and I let her. I know she’s leaving soon, but it feels good to hold someone’s hand. I haven’t done that—really held onto another person—since high school.




  “I know but...” I heard her, but it didn’t sink in. “Thank you.”




  She pulls my arm tighter around her. “Thank you for trusting me.”




  Funny, right then I’m not sure how I ever didn’t. “Yeah. Sure.”




  I have to be honest, I kind of love it when her nose rubs against mine. “You wanna look at the stars with me some more?”




  Actually, I do.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Cassie




  When I told Jake I’d do the open mike night at Joe’s on Thursday, I forgot that Thursday was the start of Founders’ Day weekend. Apparently, it’s a huge celebration in this little town. Super huge. Ginormous.




  Most of the businesses close up their doors and set booths up on Main Street, and there are crafts and tag sales and kids running everywhere. The whole of downtown is closed to cars, which means Jake is off work from the auto shop. I guess no cars means no customers for them.




  I’m helping Delia set up a display of muffins and breads to sell when his tall shadow looms over me. I’ve learned his smell and the rhythm of his boots on the pavement when he walks, so even though I haven’t looked up yet, my pulse is on overdrive.




  Every time he gets near me, this ridiculous hope shoots up like fireworks in my chest. It feels like crazy, dangerous hope, but I can’t make it stop.




  “Morning, ladies.” He sounds friendly. No sign of the way he kissed me last night or the way we both cried together while he unburdened himself in the dark under the stars.




  Honestly, I expected him to be weird towards me after it happened. Come to find out, I’m the one who’s a little off-kilter.




  I run out of things to mess with under the table and look up. He looks amazing, the way he always does. The intensity of his eyes almost knocks me over, and I have to grip the table to keep from taking our display with me. “Hey. Didn’t expect to see you today.”




  The morning sun frames him like a halo, showing off the bright light in his eyes and his smile. He’s got a standard white T-shirt and jeans on today. I think it’s my favorite thing I’ve seen him wear. The shirt shows his body off but not in an obvious way. The color of his tattoos blaze against its crisp backdrop. He looks relaxed, and it’s such a welcome change over his typical guardedness.




  “I’m helping out Joe,” he says. “Gotta serve nachos and onion rings to all the hungry masses.”




  He jerks his thumb to where Joe’s booth is set up. I notice LeeAnne, the waitress from Joe’s, watching us from over there. So is some teenaged girl at the Wooly Momma knitting display. I don’t blame them, but the look on LeeAnne’s face makes me uncomfortable.




  “Cool.” Okay, it’s awkward. After last night, I don’t know what to say. We’re neither friends nor lovers, and Delia is quietly placing mini lemon loaves on the adjacent table with a smug smile and a knowing look in her eye.




  I’m so glad he trusted me with his story. I just... I don’t know what we are now. I know I want us to be something we can’t if I’m leaving town in a few more days.




  He squints into the morning light and puts on a pair of sunglasses from his back pocket. “Yeah. These weekend festivals are always nice. They put everyone in a good mood. A lot of work, but worth the effort.”




  I study his profile now, feeling the memory of his lips and his cheek and his forehead pressing against mine. “Yeah,” I say. “It does look like it’s worth the effort.”




  “I think so.” He gives me that self-assured, dimple-popping grin, but then his phone makes a buzzing sound. Whatever it has to say pulls his smile down into a nasty glare.




  “Everything okay?”




  “Fine.” His smile comes back. A little dimmer, and I’d bet money those eyes aren’t crinkling up behind the sunglasses. He’s making the effort, though. “Hey, you’re still playing tonight, right? I’m looking forward to hearing you sing.”




  “Absolutely.” Honestly, if he hadn’t asked, I’d be tracking down Joe to see if I could back out. I hadn’t factored in the extra activity from Founders’ Day when I agreed to do the open mike night. I’d figured on a few drunks who weren’t listening anyway. Now the idea of performing is making my hands go numb and my heart skip around.




  “Great.” He points two fingers at Delia, grinning wide now. “I’ll bring some nachos by later if you promise to save me a loaf of pumpkin bread.”




  Delia smiles back. Jake’s grin works on everybody, after all. You can’t not respond. “I think that can be managed.” She raises an eyebrow as he walks off, and I turn to start breaking down boxes, pretending to be oblivious to her questioning looks.




  “I like him. He seems sweet. Always tips more than necessary at the shop.”




  I swallow. “That’s... great.”




  “It’s a sign of good character. I’ll tell you I’ve seen people come into my shop every day for years and never leave so much as a nickel.” She shakes her head, sliding a stack of bakery trays under a table skirt. “That young man, he keeps to himself, but he’s always polite. Holds doors open, brings over the creamer to be refilled instead of leaving the empty one on the counter. Little things like that tell you about a person.”




  “I’m sure you’re right.” I watch Jake a few booths down as he hefts big metal chafing dishes or whatever you call them, nodding to his boss and smiling politely. Delia isn’t saying anything I hadn’t thought myself. The fact that he’s such a good guy is part of what made his insistence on keeping the world at bay so puzzling.




  I guess I get it now. After last night, so much makes sense that didn’t before. He seems like he’s in a better mood today, and I can’t stop hoping that maybe I helped with that somehow. If I learned anything from all that therapy Mom dragged me to after I was attacked, it’s that sometimes people just need someone to listen.




  “Still thinking you might not stay too much longer?” Delia’s head hovers right over my shoulder when she asks, and my face flames from the realization that I’ve been caught staring.




  Busted. Totally busted.




  “Yes. I think so. Probably.” Maybe? The more I think about it, the less I’m sure. After all, I hadn’t decided for sure on where I’d be headed next. Who says I need to head anywhere? Except I’d planned on a road trip and I only ever made it as far as Evergreen Grove.




  Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t stay only for Jake.




  “It seems like you really like him.” She nods toward the direction of my thoughts.




  “Thanks, but... I don’t think he’s looking for anything serious.”




  “Hmm.” Something that looks uncomfortably like sympathy crosses Delia’s face. “That’s tricky, I suppose. Things can change, though. Never say never.” She pokes gently at my shoulder. “Keep me informed of your plans if you would, please. I’ve been thinking I’d like to scale back my hours in the next year or so. I’d need someone to take over managing. It would mean more responsibility. More money.”




  “Oh. Wow.” In my desperately optimistic moments of wondering what if I’d stayed, I’d realized sadly that my income from Delia’s probably wouldn’t pay rent on a real apartment. Maybe a manager’s salary would.




  But this wasn’t my plan. I don’t even know if Jake feels the way I do.




  “It’s a nice little town,” Delia says. “Don’t make your decision based on a boy.”




  I laugh. She couldn’t have read my mind, but she sure did have me pegged. “That’s good advice. I’ll let you know if my plans change.” I throw my arms around her. “Thank you. For giving me a chance. You’ve been amazing.”




  “You’re pretty special yourself, kiddo.”




  I try to remember my mother saying those things to me. Trying too hard forms a big old ball of emotion in the dead center of my throat, so I swallow hard and stop wishing for what never was.




  I know my mom loved me. I remember her doing things for me when I was young, like making a birthday cake shaped like a cat and homemade hot cocoa when I came in from the cold. A parent doesn’t do those things if they don’t care. I think she just got so consumed by her mental illness over time and by stress that she forgot to say the positive things. Or she couldn’t see them anymore.




  I grab a napkin from the table display to wipe at my eyes, giving Delia a mumbled “Thank you.”




  She squeezes my shoulder and hands me a paper cup of coffee, but doesn’t use any more words. The way she pats my arm before she walks away, I think she must understand.




  
15. A GHOST




  Jake




  It’s exciting watching Cassie set up on stage. Every time she scoots her chair or plucks a string, the vibration strikes in the center of my chest. I know she warned me she hasn’t done this in a while, but up there in front of all those people, she looks ready to go.




  She looks beautiful.




  Since it’s the Founders’ Day celebration, Joe’s opened up the back patio doors and put extra microphones up to catch the sound of her acoustic guitar. The place is packed with people in high spirits, and every hair on my body is standing on end for her.




  The familiar black feeling is inside me like always, though maybe tonight it’s not so dark. Ever since the moment I realized Davidson wasn’t faking at being KO’d, I’ve felt sick inside. Like I said to Cassie, there’s no way to ever take it back. It’s a phantom living inside me all the time. A ghost.




  Telling Cassie—the way she heard it all and told me it wasn’t my fault—she blasted a bright light on that blackness. It didn’t go away, but for the first time, everything looked different. It didn’t look so fucking hopeless.




  Dante sidles up next to me. “Hey, you get my message?”




  Then again, there’s this shit. Just when I think I’m starting to make peace with my past, it tries to track me down. “Yeah, I got your text. Where is he?”




  “Last I saw, he was chillin’ down on the corner with one of those smoked turkey legs in his mitt from the Heart and Hearth. If he’s asked around though, he’ll know to look for you here. Best thing would be to bug out.”




  “Shit.” I scan the audience from behind the bar. My exits are through the crowd at the front entrance, across from Cassie out the patio door, or behind me. I can duck into the kitchen and sneak down the stairs through Delia’s. It’s the best way, and maybe nobody will even notice me leaving. I don’t like it, though. “I’ll miss hearing Cassie’s set.”




  Dante looks around. “You got other options? Maybe sit down and have a beer with this guy?”




  “No.” I rock my knuckles on the bar. The pain helps me drown out the chatter in the bar. Focuses my thinking. “Whoever this guy is, I need him gone. Whatever reason he’s still around, it’s not good. Eight years and someone’s just now looking for me? It’s not for any reason that I want to know about.”




  “You and I go around with him once, he’ll think twice about staying in town,” Dante says.




  It’s true. I know exactly what Dante is capable of. He’s fought longer and harder than I have. His time in prison isn’t too far behind him, and who knows what he learned while he was inside.




  I smile at Cassie, who’s talking into the mike right now. Her words sound sweet, even though I’m too buzzed on adrenaline to understand what she’s saying. “Why are you offering to help me?”




  Dante slaps my shoulder. “We both got chewed up and spit out by that shit-machine, brother. Anyway, I like Cassie. Before you get the idea to put my lights out, I don’t mean I’m gonna snake your girl. I mean she’s helped me out and deserves to have the favor returned even if you’ve got serious damage.”




  “Thanks. I think.”




  He laughs. “Look alive, buddy. I see him creeping by the entrance. You got a plan?”




  “Yeah. I’ll head into the kitchen and down the stairs into Delia’s shop. You tell him you think you saw me there, offer to lead the way. Once we get him into the shop, we’ll have a talk.” I crack my knuckles. It wouldn’t be pretty, but I’m prepared to throw down if I have to.




  I hated fighting. I didn’t mind being in the ring so much, but I hated all of the other shit. The training, and the demoralizing head games. Dante and I started out fighting in illegal bouts, and sometimes you had no idea what you were about to go up against. It always paid to go in prepared.




  Like now. This guy, he could be some flunky, or he could be well trained. We’ll find out.




  I pound fists with Dante and start toward the kitchen while he makes his way through the crowd. I wait a few seconds, long enough to hear the first few sweet bars of Cassie singing “Hotel California.”




  She’s playing that one because I asked her to. Damn, she’s amazing. The lights from the stage shine on her face, and watching her, I can hardly believe she was nervous.




  I’m about to disappear into the back when a hand wraps around my arm. I smell the perfume first, something powdery and strong that I recognize right away as LeeAnne’s before her lips brush my ear. “Come over later. Nate’s working the midnight shift.”




  I feel sick inside as I pull that grasping hand off of me. I used to take pleasure in losing myself in what this woman had to offer, but I never expected it to go on. I look at her face and realize maybe she had different expectations. “I mean no judgment by this, but I think it’d be good for you to try and work things out with your husband.”




  I leave her with her jaw on the floor, and with me hating life even more than I already do. I break into a run as soon as I’m on the other side of the kitchen door. This fucker’s making me miss Cassie’s set, and for that, I’m really pissed.




  [image: Scene Break]




  Jake




  I don’t recognize this guy, which is good. If he looked familiar, like some old buddy of my stepmom’s—or worse, some guy she’d fucked around with—I think this might be harder. Mariana had her ways of getting her claws into people.




  Believe me, I know.




  “So I need to know who you are and why you’ve been looking for me.”




  Silence.




  “What, you got nothing?” I pull my shirt off as I approach the guy, stopping short of his reach. Dante’s got him in a chair, holdin’ him back for me, just to be careful.




  The guy gives me nothing except a first-class, quality stare down. Then he gives one to Dante.




  I snap my fingers to get his attention back over to where I am. “Buddy. Eyes on me.”




  My head buzzes, and part of me loves the feeling. I hate how much I love it. That high when you’re amped up to fight. It’s partly why I quit. Chasing the dragon would’ve eventually knocked my brain out of my skull.




  “Listen to me.” I grab the guy’s hair, forcing him to look at me. Willing him to listen and walk away, while all of us still can. “Did Mariana send you? Because let me tell you, that bitch is a parasite. You go back and tell her you didn’t find me and we’ll both be better off.”




  My stepmother is the first person I think of because she threatened me the day I walked out the door. When I lived at one of my old addresses, she tracked me down and sent me the birth announcement for my sister. Like she needed to remind me she could find me if she needed to. It’s why I changed my name. It’s also a better option than Arlo Specter, who I want nothing to do with ever again.




  The guy’s growling quietly. Pushing his spine as straight as he can with Dante’s arms wrapped around his. “I don’t know any Mariana. You must have a lot of damn people pissed enough to want to track you down.”




  Dante tightens his hold from behind. I see it in the pump of his arms, and the way our pal’s face gets tight and red.




  I grit my teeth. “Is that how you want to play things, my man? If so, maybe we ought to make it so you don’t walk out of here at all.”




  Jesus in fucking Heaven. No way I mean any of that shit. I don’t want to be some kind of low-life thug. It’s all hot air. All I want is my life back.




  “All right, you fucking psycho. I’ll tell you what the hell I want if your gorilla here lets my arms go.”




  I look at Dante. He nods his head and lets go.




  The guy jerks and rubs at his shoulders with a bitter look on his face. He’s still kind of red from being held, so no shit he’s pissed. I’m also pissed. “So what’s going on? I don’t know you. Why are you following me?”




  He sniffs and rubs at his face. “My name... is Eli Banes. You killed my brother, you son of a bitch.”




  “God damn.” I grab some paper towels from behind Delia’s counter and dry my sweaty palms. I point to Dante. “You go. Leave out the back door. We’ll be fine.”




  “You sure?” Dante looks worried.




  “I think so. If he’s smart, he doesn’t want the headache any more than I do.” I toss the paper towel in the trash. “Hey man. Thanks.”




  “You really want to be alone with this guy?” Dante saw the fight where Davidson went down. He shoots an uncomfortable look between the both of us.




  I get it, but I wave him off. Maybe Cassie’s right and his brother’s death wasn’t my fault exactly, but I landed the blow. The fallout will always hurt. It hurts me, and it hurts this guy standing in front of me. Whatever this guy’s gonna do, he can go on and get out his anger.




  So I sit my ass down in the chair where Dante had been holding him. I’m surprised to find I’m shaking some. It’s not fear, but having the guy’s brother here in front of me is something I don’t know how to reconcile. All over again, my throat is raw and it’s hard to swallow.




  “All right, look. Let me say this: Your brother was a good guy. I’m so fucking sorry I wasn’t able to help him. I wanted it to be me that day.” I did. That’s no lie. Davidson Banes had a family and a baby on the way. I had nobody back then, and I would’ve gladly taken his place. I take a deep breath, meeting the coal-dark of his pissed-off eyes. “So do what you need to, man.”




  Noise coming from the stairway has us both turning around. Cassie. Shit. “What are you guys doing here?” She looks around. “Why do you have your shirt off? And who’s this guy?”




  I point to Eli. “This is uh, Davidson Banes’s brother. The guy I told you about from that fight.”




  “Oh.” She looks nervous now. I see her hand go to her back pocket. I wonder if she’s grabbing for her phone in case shit goes downhill.




  “Cassie, we’re fine. Just having a chat.”




  “So you took off your shirt?” She’s looking at both of us now, and she’s looking scared. I can’t take her looking at me like she’s frightened.




  Maybe she knows I took my shirt off in case we had to fight. So it didn’t get bloody. Maybe she only suspects, or it looks weird regardless. Whatever it is, I need to fix that look on Cassie’s face.




  “I didn’t know who he was at first. I didn’t know what might happen.” I needed to put up a good front, because that’s what you do in front of someone who’s out for your balls.




  Eli puts his hand out. “Okay, hang on here. I really did come here to talk.”




  I rub my hand over my face. “Shit, man. I’m sorry about the way we came at you before.”




  He gives me a look that appropriately makes me feel like hell. “Yeah, I’m sorry I gave you shit.”




  He makes a face. “I get it. I thought at first I wanted to see you laid out on the floor, actually. When I first started tracking you down. I got locked onto Arlo Specter though, and I think in him we might have a mutual enemy. He’s been responsible for a higher-than-average number of deaths in the sport of boxing. Suspected bribes. Shady contracts. Rochelle’s got a copy of the contract Davidson signed, but I want to come after him for more. If we can get a suit together, I hoped you might be willing to testify.”




  “Oh. Fuck.” I’m glad I’m sitting.




  I look over at the sound of Cassie’s butt hitting the stairs. She’s looking at Eli again. “Do you think you have a case?”




  He crosses his arms over his chest. “I’ve got hope. I’ve put together a list of fighters I want to contact. I’m doing it quietly so Arlo doesn’t catch on. Then we go after him. If we can’t press criminal charges, we’ll file civil charges. Somehow, I want this guy to hurt.”




  Jesus. That’s fucking intense. When I was a teenager fighting to pay my rent, Arlo Specter was a mean son of a bitch who would find your weakness and poke it until you screamed. I had no family and nobody I cared for, and he still scared the piss out of me.




  A whole fucking lot has changed. I’m no scared teenager. I glance over Eli’s shoulder and see Dante’s shadowy form by the back window, still watching even though I told him to go. Reminding me maybe I have a friend or two. Then I look over at Cassie... I’m not sure I can say I have nothing I care about, either.




  Eli’s right. I’ve carried this guilt about Davidson’s death, thinking there was nothing I could do to make it right. Arlo Specter pushed him to get in the ring that day, and making him pay would be a win for so many people.




  Thinking of that possibility, I feel more alive than ever.




  I nod. “I’ll do what I can to help.”




  After thanking me, he stops and gives me a look. “I’m still tempted to hit you. Ria’s in second grade now, you know? But I’m not gonna mess up your face in front of your girl.”




  “Thanks.” I don’t bother to tell him Cassie isn’t my girl. After you’ve lain in the grass and spilled your deepest shame to a person, she’s definitely your something. I guess she and I still have to figure out the specifics.




  He takes down my number and gives me his card. “I’ll be in touch.”




  I let him out the front so he doesn’t have to contend with Dante.




  “Come on.” I throw my shirt on and head for the stairs, trading a look with Dante as I pass the window. Grabbing hold of Cassie’s shaky hand seems like the thing to do after that fiasco. She looks kind of freaked, and I want us both to think about good things for a change.




  “After all that, I need a drink,” I tell her. “Then we should get you home.”




  
16. CHOCOLATE MARTINI GLOW




  Cassie




  One drink turns into a few as the bar empties out, and next thing I know Jake’s got that goofy grin on his face that people get when they’re feeling a good buzz. He makes me his specialty, a chocolate martini, but I stop after only half.




  “You don’t like the drink?” He’s leaning across the bar, his elbows braced on the wood surface. I like the way he commands space without intimidating.




  I think I’ve decided I like a lot about him.




  I lean closer also, closer than I’d have the nerve to most days. He’s different tonight though, and so am I.




  His eyes dance with humor, so different from the Jake I’m used to. Maybe getting to talk face to face with this Eli person helped to finally lift a weight off his shoulders. Could be the Grey Goose. Whatever the reason, it’s so great to see him seem happy.




  “Between the two of us, I figure someone needs to be able to drive,” I say. “Unless you’re thinking it’s a good night to walk.”




  He drops his head and draws some invisible picture on the shiny surface of the bar before clearing away the glasses in front of us. “Yeah. No. I thought...” He looks around the room, starkly empty now compared to before. Only Joe, a big man with a smiling face, and a few other customers remain. Joe’s already given Jake the go-ahead to leave, which I guess is why he decided drinking more was a good idea.




  Whatever the reason, I like this side of him. I’ve never been one to push alcohol, but I think he needed to cut loose. “What did you think?” I have the unfortunate worry he’s about to ditch me again, and it’s ruining the last wispy strands of my chocolate martini glow.




  “I thought maybe you could drive my drunk—uh... I mean my truck. Back to my place. You could crash there. Or we could both crash at your place. If you’d like that better.”




  Oh. Wow. “Are you sure? Is this maybe all the drinks talking?”




  He comes around the bar, smiling, fitting himself between my legs. I tip my head up and part my lips, hopeful he’s about to do what I think he’s about to do.




  He kisses me. Smooth and firm, hands wrapped around my sides. “The question is, are you sure?” he whispers in my ear.




  I shiver. I’ve never felt anything but safe with Jake. “You really want to go back to my place?”




  “Only if you want me to.” He’s leaning toward me, his bottom lip brushing mine. “It’s all up to you, Cassie.”




  Jake’s handing me the power. He’s not holding me or penning me in. I can say no, I can walk out and leave him here alone. Whatever happens tonight is my choice.




  “My place is closer,” I say.
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  Jake




  She reaches up to kiss me at her door.




  When my fingers brush her cheek, they shake. We’ve been here before, and the last time I was so fucking sure I’d never take it all the way with her. I couldn’t stand to let her get close. I couldn’t stand the responsibility of sleeping with someone who wasn’t fuck-buddy material.




  Still, I wanted her then, even if I wouldn’t admit it to myself. I want her now, a hundred times over. I still don’t think I deserve to have her. What I do think is that Cassie deserves a hell of a lot.




  All that stuff she told me about the way I make her feel normal... I guess I’ve realized maybe she’s the closest to normal I’ll ever get, too. She’s seen most of my dark corners, and she hasn’t run screaming. That all alone is like some kind of miracle.




  I’m here because I want to give Cassie one night of normal. Because dammit, every time she kisses me, the fire inside me burns hotter. I’m only fucking human. How much resolve is a red-blooded male supposed to have?




  The metal and wood of her door scrapes my knuckles while I try to cushion her head. Try to work my fingers into her hair and show her over and over again with my fingers and my lips how much I want her.




  How much she matters.




  “Hey, Cass. I— Oh.”




  I pull my mouth from hers at the sound of AJ’s voice. “Jesus.” My arms bracket her body—the urge to protect her follows me whether I want it to or not—but I turn toward the light cast from his room. “Hey, man.”




  “Oh.” He laughs. “Sorry to interrupt. I thought I’d see if Cassie was up for a movie. It looks like maybe you guys might have other plans.”




  Cassie chuckles in my ear. “Can we watch one tomorrow? Please? I’ll bring over some muffins from the bakery.”




  “Blueberry?”




  “It’s a date.”




  “Deal. G’night, guys.” AJ laughs again and pulls his door shut, leaving us in the dark.




  “We should go inside.” Cassie shoves open the door and I follow, guided by the touch of her hand and the pull of her smile.




  “You’re right. We should.” Christ, I’m so fucking out of my element. I want to be the guy she needs tonight. I know she wants me to look at her the way I always have. She doesn’t want to be treated like she’s fragile, and I don’t want to do that to her. Still, I know she’s been hurt. I want to do this the right way.




  What if there is no right way?




  She throws her shirt on the floor and my tongue stops working.




  I saw her before without a shirt, that morning she was rushing to get changed for work. This is different. The fire is in her eyes, the way they hold mine.




  I see the question. I’ve seen it a hundred times from more women than I want to think about. She’s presenting herself to me, and she wants to know if I like what she has to offer.




  God, I do. More than I have the words to tell her. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” It isn’t enough. It’s all I have.




  “So are you.” She says this as she’s coming toward me, pushing my shirt up. Off.




  “Guys aren’t beautiful.” I let her do what she wants though, because my head is too dizzy for anything else. Anyway, I figure it’s best if she takes the lead.




  “Sure they are. You are.” Her hands smooth over my chest. My arms. She kisses the length of one of my sleeve tats and follows the same path her hands went over my chest. Down my stomach.




  Shit, I’m going to pass out. The feather-light brush of her lips over each inch of skin, lower and lower, is complete torture. Amazing, unbelievable torture.




  Her hand slips over the waistband of my jeans. Fingers tug at my buckle.




  I tighten my fingers in her hair. “Cassie.”




  “Aaand there it is.” She straightens, looking insecure. I hate that I put that look on her face. “What did I do this time?”




  I pull her close. Damned if her skin doesn’t feel amazing against mine. “You didn’t do anything wrong any time. I did warn you I had issues.”




  “Show me a person who doesn’t.”




  Touché. “All right. Well, I want to do something kind of wild and crazy tonight, if you’re willing.” I kiss her palm and walk with her towards the bed. My pulse is racing with how badly I want to be inside this girl. Feeling the heat of her wrapped in my arms like this though, there’s something I want more.




  She looks up with raised eyebrows. “Is it kinky? Because I’ve read a few books and I’m open to trying things. But no bondage and nothing with like, you know, body fluids or sharp stuff or—”




  I almost choke on my own tongue. “I wasn’t talking about bondage. Damn. Although I guess that’s... that’s good to know.” God, this girl is nuts in the absolute best way possible.




  I pull her down to the bed, pressing my forehead to hers. I gather her close, because I can’t stand not to. The softness of her skin against mine is the sweetest thing ever, and I don’t know when I’ll feel it again.




  “Okay, so tell me.” Her lips brush softly against mine, a kind of intimacy I never knew I wanted.




  “So that night I came here, and you trusted me with those things about yourself...”




  “I shouldn’t have told you, right? Now you’re afraid to touch me. My ex was like that.” She sits up partway. “I’m not a virgin. I mean, you know I’m not. But I did have a boyfriend. I’m not totally inexperienced.”




  My hand tightens on her shoulder, because now I’m thinking about her with another guy and it cranks me up more than it should. She’s trying to reassure me, but hearing that doesn’t relax me one bit.




  “It’s not about that.” I slide my fingers over the top of her arm, and the most graceful looking collarbones I’ve ever seen. It’s strange. We’re both lying here in jeans and no shirt, but it’s comfortable. “That night after we talked, you let me sleep holding onto you. It was honestly one of the best nights of sleep I’ve had in forever.”




  She wrinkles her nose like she thinks I’m lying. “You’re kidding.”




  “I’m not. Baby, I’ve been alone since I was seventeen. There really hasn’t been a whole lot of anybody to put their arms around me.”




  She looks confused and then sad. I guess it is pretty fucked-up when you really think it through. Poor me. Never had any hugs. When I think about it though, the last good one I recall is after my mom got sick.




  Cassie bites her lip. “But I know you’ve had— I mean you’ve been with—”




  “Sex. I’ve had plenty of sex. That isn’t the same as this.” I gesture between us, the small space between our bodies. “I liked that night.” More than I ever should have.




  “I liked it, too. I loved that night. I felt like it changed something between us.”




  It did. Whatever part of me had been trying so hard to push her away, got tired that night. It fell asleep in her arms and woke up more on her side than mine.




  “Yeah. Well, I’d really like that tonight. You in my arms. Like this. I want to just hold you tonight, is that okay?” My fingers slip through her hair, one gorgeous curl after another. “Besides, I want to be completely sober the first time I make love to you. You deserve for it to be perfect.”




  For seconds, she stares at me. She looks uncertain and confused. I wonder if she’s going to say no. If she thinks I’m a liar.




  “Okay.” She squirms close, throwing one leg over mine.




  I’m hard, dizzy, and half out of my head. I’m grateful to have the warmth of Cassie’s skin under my hands, because otherwise I might lose my mind entirely. God knows how I’ll end up feeling in the cold, sober light of morning.




  I can only hope. And pray.




  
17. LIKE FREEDOM




  Cassie




  We wake to the sound of my alarm, which is supposed to sound like soothing, chirping birds. Most days the trilling is like an evil, angry drill to my brain. I shove myself out of my bed only so I can make it stop.




  This morning a long arm reaches across me. Jake’s big body arcs over me in the dark, sweeping the phone from the floor and shutting off its blaring offensiveness.
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