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Chapter 1

“I told you—we should have gone to Paris.”

Later, Liz would remember those words and realize that they marked the beginning of the end of one chapter of her life and the start of another.

Colin’s peevish declaration had been preceded by several profanities as he glared down at the sad leftovers of a shredded fan belt, its threads stuck in random nooks in and around the pulleys it had once turned. Where the rubber in the material touched the hot engine block it smoked and emitted a vile stench that had her keep a fastidious distance. Colin didn’t seem to notice as he inhaled the fumes, his face, usually considered ‘handsome’, now a grimace of distaste and anger at ruined plans.

Later, Liz had forgotten what kind of car it was; only that it was too new to have a fan belt go AWOL. In a way, Colin was rightly pissed off. What he wasn’t ‘rightly’ about, was the dig about Paris. That was Colin at his passive-aggressive worst, and despite everything she was trying to talk herself into, it was the proverbial straw.

“Why?” she snapped at her then-fiancée.

“Because,” he said in that slightly whiny way of his, when the little boy hadn’t gotten what he wanted, “then we would not be here, in the middle of nowhere in fucking Oregon, at a roadside, with no cellphone reception and not another man in sight to get us out of this mess.”

Liz decided to let it pass—the thing about there not being a man in sight, that is. Why couldn’t it be a woman who came along and helped them out, maybe by giving them a lift to the next town or whatever? Men apparently thought that only men could render appropriate assistance in matters involving vehicles, engines, stuff like that. She had gotten a lot of that during her time at college, where every one of her male students and co-workers just seemed to be waiting to prove that any problems qualifying as ‘mechanical’, ‘electrical’ or having to do with computers, should require her to call upon the assistance of one of them.

And there was the irony, of course, but Colin would have missed that completely. Wasn’t he a man? Well, technically, yes.

If it hadn’t been so pathetic she would have thought it funny. What a screw-up of what Colin had called a ‘pre-nuptial honeymoon’.

Why had she ever agreed to it? The whole notion was ludicrous, its only attraction being that it was—well, unusual. Everybody had a honeymoon after getting married. But by some strange logical contortions—none of which, looking back at it now, made the slightest sense—Colin had arrived at the conclusion that, just as they had trial-lived together for the last three months, they might as well do a trial-honeymoon, which would conclusively prove that they were meant to be together for the rest of their lives.

It had sounded a bit odd then, and right now it looked outright absurd. Like a lot of things looked absurd. Like the shredded belt and the odd creaks of the hot metal as the engine cooled down, with some birds singing in the trees of the thick woods all around them. A pathetic couple of car-dependent urban humans stranded in a luscious green fairyland. 

Liz realized that it was a bit like going out of a brightly lit house into the night and the eyes adapting to the darkness. You started seeing things that you hadn’t seen before. Stars that appeared out of nowhere. Shapes of things that in daylight were utterly uninteresting because they were just…there, as most things in life are, boring and common because of their self-evident presence. But if you saw them in the dark they changed. Because you didn’t see them initially, when your eyes were still adapted to the bright lights inside, their gradual appearance actually revealed them and thereby made them interesting and even new.

It was just like that with the sounds around her. For the steady drone of the engine had ceased, and the only thing interfering with the sounds of the forest around them and the susurration of the light breeze in the trees and the near and distant birds was Colin’s voice, which presently irritated her so much that she just wanted to tell him to shut up.

Paris? Who wanted Paris, when, and be it only for a few precious moments, you could stand here and have all these sounds appear out of apparently nowhere, and surround you and cuddle you and…

Liz took a deep breath and exhaled. 

Bliss.

“And what are we going to do now?” Colin said and slammed down the hood.

The sound tore through her reverie and actually made her want to kill him right there and then. She looked at the tall, handsome, economically secure, pillar-of-society future husband of hers, and she wanted to sit down and cry and cry and cry—because there was something wrong with…well, basically everything, and she had no damn idea what it was, because there actually wasn’t anything wrong that you could put into words, or even take apart and analyze. Her current irritation with Colin was mostly her own doing, a result of the ennui that had her in its grip. 

Colin deserved better than that. After all, he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. You didn’t ask someone to marry you if you didn’t have a good reason, and since there weren’t any economic or society-related reasons for Colin’s proposal, it had to be love, or something along those lines. And that had to be good enough, because…

Well, just because that’s the way things were.

“Wait, I guess,” she said. “Somebody will come along.”

“Sure. Tomorrow maybe.”

“Don’t be such a pessimist.”

“We could at least have stuck to the coast road.”

“To see Oregon's getting californicated? More subdivisions? More malls? Gas stations? Road works? Sewage treatment stations? Haven’t you seen enough of that kind of shit?”

Colin made a show of looking around him. “I’ve seen enough of this,” he said. “That’s for sure.”

You don’t actually see anything, she thought. You might, if you were Nick, but you’re not.

Cheap shot, even if she hadn’t said it aloud. Shouldn’t even have thought it. Though it was true, of course. Nick was an artist, and he actually saw things, because you couldn’t possibly draw and paint what Nick did, unless you saw—and heard and smelled and sensed with all your being—what was around you; and maybe did more than just ‘see’ it. Like having some perception that brought the world to one with surreal closeness.

Liz wondered where Nick had gone to after he had disappeared from Portland almost six months ago, very shortly after she’d told him that she was about to get engaged to Colin. Not a damn word from him since. Not a damn word from her oldest and closest friend. He could be dead and she wouldn’t know it. He could have been hurt again and she wouldn’t know it.

He could at least have had the decency to let her know that he was all right! …

But not a damn word!

Bastard!

 

~~~

 

The motorcycle was so quiet that its approach only gradually encroached on her awareness; and when she finally heard it and turned toward the sound it was almost upon them. Liz, who paid attention to motorcycles because Nick, despite the fact that he really should know better, loved bikes, and instead of giving up using dangerous vehicles—like the bicycle that had been smashed and mangled to a twisted wreck when the car had ploughed into him almost a decade back—he had redirected his affection to motorcycles. 

“I love things you can ride.”

Yeah, like that couldn’t be completely misunderstood. And Nick had known it when he said it and laughed at her face.

“Can’t cycle with my left knee anymore. But who needs bicycles when you can ride along with some serious power between your legs, eh?”

That was Nick in a nutshell. Well, some of him anyway. There was so much more.

The bike stopping a few steps away from them at the roadside was a brand-new metallic grey BMW 800 ST. The rider wore full protective black gear, with thick joint pads at knees and elbows. The metallic blue full-face helmet had a silvered visor hiding the rider’s face. A man though; definitely a man. Average height; just tall enough for this bike. With the protective gear it was hard to tell just what exactly lay underneath, but it certainly wasn’t some overweight aged weirdo. 

Could be a lean, mean younger weirdo, of course! Who knew. You heard stories about what could happen out here on lonely highways to stranded travelers.

Get a hold of yourself!

Besides, there was Colin just behind her, and—yes, she did check it out!—the rider didn’t look like he had a gun stashed away anywhere on his person. 

But the way he looked at her—

For he was looking. She might not have been able to see his face, but she felt the stare behind the silvered visor. 

He turned off the engine, flicked out the side-stand with a foot, carefully leaned the bike against it, got off, took off his gloves, placed them on the seat and slowly walked toward them. Toward her. No doubt about it. Colin might as well not have existed. Hard to say how all of that registered, but there it was. And there was something else, too. It nagged at her at a level far below her consciousness, and, try as she might, she couldn’t pin it down. Something about the way he moved and how he stood when he finally stopped before her. In the visor, which was almost level with her head, she could see her face, distorted by the curvature of the surface. It reminded her of something…

The rider reached up and undid the strap holding the helmet to his head, then gripped it in both hands and pulled it off.

She stood transfixed for an eternal moment as her heart missed a beat—and then resumed, with a thumping that echoed all the way around her head.

“Nick!”

She didn’t even know she was doing it, but in the next instant her arms were around his neck. There was a shocked hesitation as her half-opened lips touched his. She felt them yield and parting, allowing her in for an unspeakably sweet and frighteningly sexy kiss. 

Some silly, rational voice in the back of her head screamed at her to pull back, but instead she pushed against him even harder, her lips against Nick’s, her tongue caressing his, her body pressed against the protective suit.

And then the voice told her to snap out of it—and with a shudder and a shock and a regretful pain that stabbed deeply into her, she did. They both did; pulled back; stepped back—not too far, but definitely to regulation-distance for friends-meeting-unexpectedly-after-a-long-time.

“Hey, Liz,” Nick said, the helmet dangling from his left hand.

He tore his eyes away from her face, looked over her shoulder, nodded curtly. 

“Colin.”

She could have died there and then. 

Colin! Colin Colin Colin…

How long had this crazy welcome taken? An eternity, or so it had felt—but an eternity that hadn’t been long enough. 

Seriously, Liz—how long?

Like a second or two? Ten? More? Long enough for her to be able to talk herself out of this and rationalize this insane little escapade into insignificance—especially to Colin.

But it wasn’t insignificant, was it?

Shut up, stupid!

It was insignificant. 

How could it not be? 

She’d just been so totally, insanely happy to see that Nick was all right that she’d—

Well, ‘lost’ it. For a teeny-tiny moment. With the surprise and all. And the relief that the rider was not just benevolently-disposed, but an old friend. That Nick was all right. The bastard!

No teeny-tiny moment!

She punched Nick in the arm.

“Ouch! What was that for?” 

“What was that for?” she aped him. “What was that for? I should beat the crap out of you! Disappearing like that. Without a word. Without a trace.”

“You could try.”

“Huh?”

“Beat the crap out of me. Wouldn’t work though.”

“Wanna bet?”

She heard Colin’s footsteps crunching on the roadside gravel beside her and felt an arm going around her waist. Colin asserting his fiancée rights; making sure that Nick knew his place in the scheme of things.

Nick’s lips twitched in an incipient smile, but he didn’t actually grin. If anything, he still looked slightly bewildered—by the kiss, the arm-punch or both?—and almost sad. She also finally noticed other things that ordinarily would have registered instantly; and that told her a lot about how bewildered she had been.

Still am.

Like that he had shaved off his hair for one. Not that he’d had a huge amount of it. Compared to Colin’s rich, sandy shock of hair Nick had been seriously thinning, and now he had made it kind-of official by clear-felling everything. It made him look… Liz tried to find a term for it and decided that ‘dangerous’ was probably the most appropriate. Especially since he’d also developed a deep tan, which in this state of constant cloud cover meant that he spent a lot of time outside. Dangerous and sexy, especially with that killer smile of his, which he was careful not to turn on as he kept eyeing her.

She glanced at his hands, which were tan, too. Artist’s hands, just as she remembered them, but she could see the cords of sinew and muscle playing as his hands flexed. He had been working out, as he had every day since he started rehabilitation. Of course, he couldn’t run anymore, because of the leg, but everything else seemed to be functioning just fine.

She almost blushed when she found herself wondering what he’d look like if he took off this protective gear and whatever he wore underneath. Where would the tan-lines be? When he was outside, did he wear T-shirts or maybe…

What the fuck’s the matter with you? Getting horny for Nick? 

Of course she wasn’t, but there had always been at least some sexual tension between her and Nick. Like forever. Not enough to overcome their sense of reason. Enough though for them to have talked about it once or twice, or maybe more often than that. In each case they had decided that maybe there was, but it would never work because they were both too damn headstrong to be able to make their relationship into something more than solid platonic. This way they could have fights, but always make up. There would not be emotional or sexual blackmail, no lover’s fights, none of the bullshit that eventually hit every sexual relationship and drained it of whatever powered it. It was all very sensible and rational, and their friendship had been all the stronger for it. And he’d even had a girlfriend, for half a year or so, and she had had a short string of boyfriends, until Colin came along and she decided that he was the one she’d stick with.

All very sensible. 

Except that the day she told Nick that she was going to accept if Colin chose to propose to her, Nick had told her that he was leaving Portland for good.

It was a day and a conversation she remembered verbatim, and it all came back to her as she looked at Nick standing there before them.

“Because you and I are best friends,” Nick had told her, “and that was okay as long as the guys you slept with were just…well, guys you slept with. But if Colin is more than that, the only way you and I can be friends is if I’m not around here anymore.”

“That makes no sense whatsoever!”

“You know it does. It’s the only thing that’ll save our friendship and makes it possible at the same time for you to marry that guy. You have my cell number. If you really, really need a friend, call me and I’ll do what I can to be there for you. But only then, all right? It’s not for chatting or catching up or keeping in touch or whatever. It’s a lifeline for when things go bad. And I promise, I’ll be there.”

And those were the last words he’d said to her. He’d kissed her on the top of her head, hugged her briefly and then he was gone. And she’d been so angry at him for doing this to her that she’d never called that number. And that number had never called her either.

“What happened to your car?” Nick asked them, breaking into the awkward silence.

“Fan belt,” Colin said. 

“You’ll need a tow or the AAA. But they’d need to know what belt is broken, and whoever they send may not have one handy anyway. So, a tow it is. Nearest place that does that kind of thing is less than thirty miles away. I’ll let them know where you are. Shouldn’t be long. You’ll be sleeping in a bed tonight, not to worry.”

“You’re going to leave us here?” Colin said querulously.

Nick gave him a look that told Liz everything he’d refrained from telling her before; mainly because even in those last moments together six months ago, Nick insisted on being Nick, the great Absurdist, devout believer in some really strange, and yet also rather noble, principles, which be practiced to excess. When you heard Nick talk, it sometimes sounded like lines from Buffy or Angel. She’d lost count of the number of times he had told her “your life, your choices and your consequences”, always being painfully careful not to tell her what he thought that she ought to do. When she had, as had happened a few times, exploded in his face because she was sick and tired of hearing it, he’d invariably hugged her—or not, at those times when she really wasn’t in the mood for a damn hug!—and walked away to let her cool off.

The look with which Nick regarded Colin right now—averting his eyes the instant he noticed Liz watching him—held the kind of contempt Nick usually got when he talked about politicians, bankers, executives, lawyers and others he was fond of calling ‘human vermin, sucking the life out of civilization’. Nick could be a very opinionated s.o.b. without even trying hard. He just didn’t inflict his opinions about what she ought to do on her. 

“If I told you what I think you should, and then, say, you did it and things went tits-up. You’d be blaming me and giving me grief about it, and I’ll be fucked if I don’t have enough troubles in my life and don’t need that shit from you, kiddo.”

Selfish asshole!

And yet, and yet…

“Unfortunately I can’t really take you guys with me,” Nick said to Colin, using an even tone that concealed his true feelings. Liz realized that it cost him a real effort and that he didn’t have to make it, and that he did it because of her. If she hadn’t been there, he would have given Colin the finger, or maybe completely ignored him and just driven off. 

Not ‘selfish asshole’ at all. If Colin hadn’t been there, she would have hugged Nick again. Maybe more.

Get a hold of yourself, kiddo. 

Liz realized, with a quick stab of some strange anguish, that she missed being called ‘kiddo’. It was a private joke between them, because her full name was ‘Elizabeth Beatrice’, and ever since Kill Bill, Nick had taken to calling her ‘kiddo’. She would have jumped down his throat if he’d called her that when others were around, but he never did; knew, quite without her ever mentioning it, that she tolerated and even accepted and welcomed it as a term of endearment when they were alone. It was one of those things they shared, and it was nobody else’s business.

She also realized that she missed a lot of other things. Little things. Movements. Gestures. The sound of his voice. His inflections and cadences. The way he said things. The way he moved his head when he looked at her in that quizzical way, with the slightest of head tilts, signaling that he didn’t agree with something she was saying, but wasn’t going to go further than just giving her that little sign that maybe she might want to reconsider what she was saying or doing.

So many memories—

“But I know the people at the garage,” Nick continued, in that same even tone. “They’ll be out right away. If they have the fan belt in stock, someone’ll come out here and fix it for you right away.” He motioned at the car. “Can you pop the hood? I’ll take a note of the make and year of the car, a picture of the engine, and if we can see the belt, that’ll help them to figure out what you need.”

Nick went back to his bike and placed the helmet onto the seat.

Colin let go of Liz and leaned back into the car to operate the hood release, then went around to open it.

Nick zipped open a travel pouch attached to the gas tank, took out an iPhone and started back toward her. Liz watched him closely. Now she understood why she’d had a strange feeling the moment she’d seen him dismount. The limp was almost invisible, but if you knew what to look for you couldn’t miss it. Some things could never be completely repaired and Nick still had, and would have for the rest of his life, several pieces of metal inside his legs and arms that had been put there when his shattered bones were trying to knit together again, and left there to reinforce what could never be as strong again as it had been before it was shattered. 

Not quite the bionic man, but a bit of it.

Nick busied himself taking pictures of the engine. He pulled out the shredded fan belt and took a picture of the string of numbers and letters imprinted onto the back of it. 

“Lucky you didn’t wipe out the code,” he told Colin, and placed the fan belt on top of the engine block. 

“Fairly standard car,” he said when he was done. “Problem is they use imported parts, especially for standard components like belts and bearing. A lot of this Ford is made in China, and it’s probably the cheapest deal they could get for the parts.”

Liz thought that Nick had meant to be reassuring, but it had the opposite effect on Colin, who was obviously majorly pissed off. It was a company car nothing to brag about, but having that pointed out, as well as the mention of the cheap Chinese parts just didn’t go down too well.

Nick, ignoring Colin again, turned to Liz.

“Better get going, so you guys won’t be stranded here too long.”

He hesitated, as if he’d wanted to say more, but then started for his bike—and Liz knew that he was just going to disappear from her life again, this time possibly forever. And somehow that was intolerable.

Behind her the hood slammed down again. Stupid really, given that it would have to be opened again to fix the engine. On the other hand, maybe it was better that way. Nick would do whatever it took to ensure that they had help a.s.a.p. There was no point in signaling to anyone else coming along that they were in need of help.

Nick put the iPhone back into the pouch on the bike and zipped it up, then started to put on his helmet. 

Was he going to leave just like that?

What else would I like him to do?

Repeating the greeting, only in reverse, was hardly on the cards. In fact, that kiss was better forgotten and buried, like forever. That moment of total insanity didn’t belong into her life, and dwelling on it, or even repeating it with all that implied, would screw up everything she and Nick had worked so hard to build for themselves.

We’ve spent more effort on our relationship than many married couples.

Why was she only realizing that now?

Because you’re a self-possessed foolish girl.

That was a difficult one to take on board, right here and now.

Nick’s helmet was firmly in place again. His eyes regarded her steadily from the visible part of his face. He pulled on his gloves and slapped down the visor. He gave her a tiny wave with his left hand; another one of those Nick-Liz things stolen from a movie, in the first ever Star Wars flick. It was Obi-wan Kenobi’s these-are-not-the-droids-you-want gesture, only smaller. So small in fact that a lot of people would just miss it, because it might look like someone flexing fingers. But it wasn’t. It was Nick saying good-bye silently and intimately. But it was he saying goodbye, and doing it the Obi-wan way didn’t make it any better.

“Wait!” Liz said. “I’m coming with you.”

Nick’s helmet snapped around in her direction.

“You what?” Colin said behind her, and she turned to look at him.

“I need to go to the bathroom,” she told him. “Like really and soon. My bladder will only hold out so long.” She motioned at the trees beside the road. “This is hardly the place, and by the time we’re out of here I will be in serious trouble.”

Colin looked acutely embarrassed at her mentioning such intimate things in front of someone who wasn’t entitled to knowing intimate things about her. 

If only you knew! 

Maybe she and Nick had never lived together, but they had gone hiking when they were younger; just the two of them. That was before Nick’s accident, a long time ago. It had been a bad period, the being-sixteen thing, especially in that household of dysfunctional parents who wouldn’t even hug you. There’d been a time when she just had to get away, and Nick had suggested a long trip into the wilderness. And even without having a sexual relationship, you could become quite intimate when you spend a week in the company of just one other person in between nowhere and nowhere else.

“You can’t go with him!” Colin said.

“Why not?”

“Because—you don’t know if—”

“It’s Nick for fuck’s sake,” she snapped. “What do you think he’s going to do? Rape me or something?”

Colin opened his mouth—but then just shut it again and turned his back to them.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” Liz said. She turned to Nick. “Is it okay if I come? The bike’s big enough, right?”

Nick flipped the visor up again and looked at her for a few moments.

“Sure,” he said then, flipped it down again and mounted his bike.

“I won’t be long,” Liz said to Colin, who refused to look at her. 

She glanced back at Nick, whose helmeted head was shaking almost imperceptibly.

Arrogant as usual! she thought.

But that was Nick for you. 

“A fool is a fool is a fool. And fools are going to kill off the species one day, no matter what the rest of us try to do to stop it.”

Nick was not one to suffer fools lightly, unless their foolishness happened to appear useful to him.

And I’m getting on the bike with that insufferably arrogant best friend of mine and drive off with him. So much for being the loving fiancée.

Nick started the engine, and she climbed on the bike behind him, triggering off a whole bunch of other memories.

“Ready?” came his muffled voice.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and butted her head against his back. Twice. Their old signal.

 

~~~

 

They hadn’t gone for more than a couple of miles, and Liz was just settling into the heady feelings that riding a bike along an open road evoked in her, when Nick suddenly slowed down and pulled off the road and into a small side track. When they were far enough to be out of sight of the road he stopped and turned off the engine.

“What is it?” she asked him.

He took off his helmet.

“Get off, please.”

Puzzled, she complied. Nick flicked out the side stand and dismounted as well.

“I didn’t want to argue with you in front of—”

He shrugged. 

“Colin. The name is Colin, as you well know.”

“Yeah. Anyway, didn’t want to argue in front of him.”

“About what?”

Nick put the helmet on the bike seat, unzipped his jacket and handed it to her. Underneath he wore a black T-shirt, and she still didn’t get an answer about the tan lines, because she couldn’t see them on his arms. Which meant that whatever he did to get a tan, he probably did it without a shirt on.

Interesting.

“Put that on,” he said.

“What?”

“Put it on.”

“Why?”

Instead of answering her, Nick took off his shoes and stepped out of his pants. Underneath he wore jeans and he definitely hadn’t put on any weight since she last saw him. Not that she expected him to. Even before the accident, Nick, though not a fanatic gym-bunny, looked after himself. And afterwards, when he had finally become mobile again, he stunned her with his determination to bring himself back to full physical function. One of the physios dealing with him had asked her if she knew whether Nick had OCD issues. She remembered telling the man that if he ever even thought of saying anything like that again she’d personally rip his tongue out. 

“Because you’re not driving with me unless you’re properly protected.”

“And what about you?” she snapped. 

You’re the one who needs protection. You’ve been battered to within an inch of your life!

But she didn’t say it, because she really didn’t want to argue with Nick. She just wanted to be close to him for maybe another hour, before he vanished from her life.

“I’m fine.”

“You won’t be, if anything happens and you’re not properly protected.”

He dropped the pants onto the bike seat beside the helmet and stepped close to her. 

“Liz,” he said, very softly and gently, but with just enough of his steely determination showing through to let her know that this was not negotiable, “you’re riding behind me on my bike. You’re in my care while we’re traveling. I am responsible for everything that happens to you. Do you really think I would do anything, anything at all, that increases the danger you’re in by traveling with me? Can you even imagine me doing anything else but what I’m doing now?”

“What if it were Colin?” she said defiantly, looking at into eyes, which were barely above her own, because Nick wasn’t really a tall guy.

And as she looked into his eyes, and as she felt his presence, the warmth—the heat!— radiating from him, and as she realized that they were both being enveloped in a cloud of pheromones that were as much hers as his—she suddenly knew something else: Colin was history. Not because anything was going to happen between her and Nick; for that was out of the question, just as it had always been. But she was worth more than settling for Colin. Why? Because there was this one person in the world—whose name happened to be Nick—who had ordered her to put on that jacket.

Nick ordering her? What was the world coming to? Nick had always made a point, often to her annoyance and frustration, of not telling her to do anything at all. Not things that mattered anyway.

“It isn’t,” he said, “and you know it’s a stupid question besides. But as usual you do have a choice, because I’m not forcing you to put these on.”

Here we go again. You and your ‘choices’!

“But if you wanna come with me,” he continued, “you’re wearing the gear. If you don’t want to, I’ll take you back to Colin and we’ll make up a good and sensible reason why I did.”

He shrugged in that Nick-way she knew so achingly well.

“Your choice, kiddo.”

She could have grabbed him right there and then and kissed him again. Just to hear ‘kiddo’ again, and even that damn choice-thing—it was like coming home to something you had missed more than you could ever have imagined.

“What if the cops stop us? You’ll be wearing a serious fine.”

Nick grinned. “I probably know every traffic cop patrolling this route. If one of them stops us, I’ll tell him exactly why you’re wearing the gear, and he’ll pat me on the back, tell me that I’m a chivalrous ass, give me a warning and let us go.”

He reached behind him and picked up the pants.

“Need me to help?”

She looked down at her own jeans. “I guess I’ll fit.”

“You’ve worn my clothes before.”

She grinned at him, and there was this warm thing between them that made everything all right.

“Can I keep my shoes?”

“I guess.”

As he helped her to get the gear on, she finally asked the question she’d been wanting to ask him since he’d pulled up behind them.

“Why did you never contact me?”

“Come on, Liz. You know why!”

“No, I don’t.”

“It would have been the same as staying.”

“No, it would not!”

“Worse, actually. Cheating on your boyfriend via email or text or phoning is even worse than just meeting up with your best male friend for a coffee. It’s sneaky and devious. Creates secrets that fester forever. And eventually your boyfriend, fiancée, husband will find out, and then the shit hits the fan, and then what?”

He stopped getting the jacket zip into its slot and looked at her from close up.

“You still have my cell number, right?”

“In my Favorites.”

“Good. Keep it there. Now you know that I’m not that far away, so if things go really bad and you need me—”

She took a deep breath. “You didn’t go far away, did you? I thought you’d be off to Africa or something. Or Europe, or somewhere exotic like Brazil maybe.”

“Brazil is a dump,” Nick said. “Been there. Hated it. I went as far away as I had to be away, and as close as I had to be around. Besides, I like this place. It’s being screwed over by people who truly and honestly don’t give a rat’s ass about anything but something I don’t understand. Greed, I suppose, though that doesn’t really cover it at all. But there are still places around here where you can pretend that the world is all right and not going to hell in a hand-basket; where I can do my work in peace and go for endless hikes if I need to and clear my head. And I’m just a few hours away from Portland—just in case.”

He pulled the zipper up to her neck.

“There you are.” 

He picked up the helmet and waited for her to get her hair into place so he could put it over hear head. The helmet was a bit large, but the hair helped to fill it out and it didn’t wobble too much.

His voice came muffled. “Let’s go.”

He flicked her visor close, got onto the bike, and pulled a pair of lightweight wraparound Maui Jim’s from one of the saddle bags.

“Let’s get you to the garage,” he said and started the engine.

 

~~~

 

The rest of the drive was a heady mix of easy-riding and just enjoying holding onto Nick as the bike ate up the miles to their destination. They didn’t talk, because it was next to impossible with the wind that blew their words away as they came out of their mouths. But she didn’t need talk, and she sensed that Nick didn’t either; and when she leaned against his back with her arms wrapped around him, it was like the last six months had never been.

Liz wished that the barrier of the protective clothing hadn’t been there. But then again she also was glad that it was. Because with no talking to distract her and being able to pretend, at least for a while, that this was going to go on forever, her thoughts went straight back to that moment of insanity, back there at their car, when she had lost it.

Lost it? 

Really, was that what it was?

Lost what?

Her control, that much was clear.

What else? 

Try as she might, she couldn’t think of anything. On the contrary, she had gained something invaluable. She wasn’t quite sure just what the consequences would be, but it wasn’t a loss. This ride alone was worth it—and she wouldn’t be taking it, wouldn’t have had the reckless and devil-may-care attitude that made her ask Nick to take her with him, if it hadn’t been for a strange woman she had discovered when she kissed him.

She tightened her arms around Nick’s waist a little more and tried for more body contact. Damn the thick jacket! And the helmet didn’t help either. It would have been nice to get some more real body contact, dangerous as that might be. She was getting quite aroused as it was, and that wasn’t good. Not good at all. 

She was trying to figure out what the hell happened today, but whenever her mind came close to some possible answers it veered away. All she knew was that right now Nick was the sexiest man alive. Even if she couldn’t really feel him, except maybe with her hands. But that didn’t matter. The fact that he was sitting there, completely unprotected against any accident, despite his smashed up legs and arms and ribs—the insane and irrational chivalry, given freely and without expectations of reward; even though he’d covered it all up by being very Nick about it all. 

Arrogant and thinking he knew best—as usual. But he was her friend, and she knew that he wasn’t doing it because he was being a show-off asshole. It was just the ever-quixotic Nick, who genuinely believed that when he assumed a responsibility, especially for her, there could be no compromise. And even though he’d told her that she had a choice and take it or leave it, he knew damn well that she didn’t and that she’d yield. 

Why did you leave? Just because I made a choice you didn’t like? Why couldn’t you just say something?

With a pang she saw houses appear in the distance. 

Soon he would be gone. Again. The realization made her feel nauseous. It was the same feeling she’d had when Nick walked out on her six months ago. In a few short moments it would be repeated. And then what?

Then she would return to Colin, only to tell him that it was over.

Or maybe she should wait until they were back in Portland. 

Definitely. 

But they would probably be spending tonight in a motel somewhere nearby. Colin would require affirmation of her attachment and commitment, if only to reassure himself that the Nick-kiss was really just a brief aberration that meant nothing. 

One mercy fuck! What’s the big deal?

She had to postpone answering that question because Nick pulled into a garage workshop where two men—a fat guy in his sixties and another in his twenties, who spent far too much time working out—were working on hoisted-up cars. 

They greeted Nick like someone they knew well, and Liz reminded herself that Nick had a way to get to know people. She never could get the hang of it, no matter how much she had watched him do it. He just walked into a place, and soon knew more about them than they knew themselves. 

The two men weren’t shy about eyeing her up and down, even before she had taken off the helmet.

“What’cha got there?” the older man asked Nick, grinning broadly. 

The younger guy looked like he just wanted to take her around the back and give her a quickie work-over right there and then. Still, she felt perfectly safe. These people weren’t going to hurt her. She knew it because of the way Nick talked to them and the way he seemed totally unconcerned about the ogling. If anything, he was amused, but he held back his grin, because he knew that she’d have given him no end of grief otherwise.

“Rube, meet Liz. Old friend of mine. Collected her from the roadside.”

To Liz: “Meet Rube and Frankie, son of Rube.”

Frankie, son of Rube, winked at her. “Friend a Nick’s a friend a ours.”

“Yeah, well, just don’t get no ideas,” Nick told Frankie.

“What was she doin’ at de side of de road?”

“Car broke down. Fiancée still waiting here,” Nick said.

Rube guffawed. “You let someone else have her? What kinda idiot are ya?”

“Didn’t want me,” Nick told him.

That’s a lie!

It wasn’t a question of wanting, but of practicality. Nick was too…

“Lady,” Rube said to her, “I thought you looked like you was a real smart woman.”

“She smart, all right,” Nick said quickly. “Don’t let one tiny mistake give you the wrong impression here. Never met a smarter woman in my life and never will.”

Liz was torn between wanting to slap Nick and kiss him. Or, come to think about it, do something more than just kissing.

Stop it!

Rube eyed Liz up and down, then shook his head. “Well,” he said thoughtfully, “Nick thinks you’re smart, I guess you gotta be. But I’m telling’ ya, ya made a mistake there. Big one. Biggest one a yer life.”

“Car needs a new fan belt,” Nick broke in. “If I give you the details, could you go out and take Liz back and fix the car?”

Rube twitched his head in the direction of a grimy, grease-spattered glassed-in cubicle that probably functioned as an office of sorts. “Let’s check it out.”

He went off, with Nick on tow. 

Nick turned around. “I guess you won’t need my gear anymore.” To Frankie he said: “And you—case you’re wondering what she’s wearing underneath—don’t. You won’t get to see anything that’ll really interest you.”

“Dunno ‘bout that.” Frankie grinned broadly.

“Yeah, well,” Nick said, “that’s a lady, so behave yourself.” He winked at Liz. “Ignore him.”

“Damn right, I will,” she said and started to peel out of her armor.

 

 

 



Chapter 2

Nick was ambivalent about fate. Sometimes he thought it was all B.S. and at others it was like it was standing right in front of him waving. “Here I am, you idiot!”

When he had come across the car stranded on the highway, it was one of those latter moments. He had known it was Liz the instant he identified the person at the roadside as a woman. 

He would have recognized her even if she’d been wearing a sack over her head. For the fraction of a fraction of an instant he’d contemplated driving past, because he knew that fate had serious trouble for him in store. Liz would be safe, even in the company of that lemon she was going to marry, and she’d never know who the rude motorcyclist was that had just zoomed past them. Nick could have gotten help for them without stopping and that would have been that.

Instead he stopped. Of course, he stopped. The thoughts, if there really had been any in that fraction of a fraction of an instant, never had a chance of metamorphosing into actions. He’d never had a choice here. The moment he saw her, his right hand was already twisting down the throttle and his left foot twitched to the brake. If any choices were made, they happened deep down, at a level far more profound than anything reason could ever hope to plumb.

She wore jeans and a black, sleeveless top that went together with her near-black hair, which was one of the things she’d inherited from a distant Latino branch of her family. She had cut it shorter than he remembered since he’d last seen her—from a distance, over a two months ago. Her arresting eyes regarded the stranger on the bike from over high-set cheekbones in a soft oval face.

Nick was so hypnotized that even Colin, the lemon, standing behind the hood of the car, couldn’t despoil the sweet ache that seeing her sent through his very being. If only, if only…

And then she had kissed him—which came as a complete surprise. Not only that, but this kind of kiss, with nothing held back for just one shattering second or two, was nothing like they’d ever exchanged. They had kissed, of course, but they were platonic friends—by choice, or so Nick tried to tell himself—and even the odd kiss on the mouth had always been ‘friendly’. 

This kiss, however, had been something else altogether: abandon and surrender, joy and sadness, passion and desire, a question and an answer that neither would ever dare to contemplate again.

And now Liz was back there in Rube’s workshop, waiting to be taken back to the lemon, and this time it would be for good, because despite the kiss nothing really had changed, not in the things that mattered in what you might call the ‘long term’.

Don’t fuck this up!

But what could he possibly fuck up? The likelihood that she would ever need him so much that she’d use the cellphone to call him was remote. There was Anne and there was the wealthy and influential Hailey family, of which she would soon be a member and therefore be duly protected. Nick’s imagination recoiled from envisaging emergencies in her future life that could not be guarded against or covered by Liz’s sister and Colin’s family and their resources. Whatever happened, please let it not be anything that would make her so desperate that she actually would pick up that phone.

You’re a liar!

Of course he was. How could he not secretly hope that one day she’d call him because she needed just him and no one else? But at what price? How selfish was he, that he even contemplated a situation where she was desperate and in truly dire need of help? 

We’re all selfish assholes. But this really isn’t worth it.

Rube tapped his greasy finger on the almost-as-greasy monitor screen of an ancient PC. 

“Got it.”

“In stock?”

“Lemme check.”

He went out to the back of the workshop and presently returned with a fan belt in his hand.

“Can you do this?” Nick asked him.

Rube nodded. “Sure. But you really wanna have this done?”

Nick frowned at him.

“Come on!” Rube said. He twitched his head at Liz, who was standing beside Nick’s bike, carefully placing his gear on the machine; not just dumping it there, but folding it and laying it neatly across the seat. There was something affectionate about the way she did it. Sad, too, maybe.

“Ya really wanna return her to her fee-an-cea? Old friend, huh? Don’t believe it f’r’a moment. If ya wanna get into her pants, jis take her home to yer place. Y’ll never look back.”

“I can’t.”

“Ya mean ya won’t.”

“Right. Because she’s my friend.”

Rube shook his head and grimaced. “Hope ya change yer mind. Butcha might hafta hurry. Too late’s too late. ‘Member that. Right now she’s still sweet on ya.”

He clapped Nick on the back and returned to the workshop. Nick followed him.

Rube waved the fan belt at Liz, who smiled and thanked him, but Nick saw the strain.

“I’ll get da wagon,” Rube said. “Watch da shop!” he yelled at Frankie.

Nick, impelled by a reckless impulse that might or might not have been prodded into life by Rube, took Liz’s arm. “Let’s go over there.”

They went around a corner, where they were out of sight of the workshop.

Nick’s heartbeat suddenly was thumping in his ears. What was he doing? Not what Rube suggested. No way! But—

“I just need to know something.” His throat felt constricted and his voice sounded strange in his own ears. “Since this is it—”

“It doesn’t have to be,” she whispered.

“Yes, it does. Nothing’s changed. This meeting…it was—” He shrugged. “Whatever it was.”

“Fate?”

“No such thing,” he said.

“So, my best friend is not coming to…?” She didn’t complete the sentence, catching herself as if she’d just remembered something.

“Your wedding?” Nick completed. “Sorry, kiddo, but the answer is ‘no’. Always has been and always will be. That’s the one thing I can’t do for you.”

She looked at him until he averted his gaze.

“But?” she said.

“But what?”

He looked at her again. “But since this is goodbye, I suppose there’s no harm in finding out at least one thing.”

“What’s that?”

There was a tight clamp around his chest, and he felt like he couldn’t breathe. “What it would have been like if—well, if things had been different.”

And then, before he lost his courage and changed his mind about the risks he was taking right now, he cupped her face in his hands and kissed her.

 

~~~

 

She didn’t know how she knew, but she knew anyway. She had known since Nick had taken her around the side of the garage. Hoped anyway. Hoped that something would happen that answered the big unanswered question that had been hanging around them both since she had kissed him earlier.

And she welcomed it, and when he raised his hands to her face she swayed forward, into the caress, meeting his mouth halfway, eyes wide open as she drank in the sight of his face, her arms going around him, now no thick protective suit between them—so she could feel him against her and wrap her arms around him and dig her fingers into his back as their mouths met and they drank each other’s breaths. Sweetness and passion and years of unspoken desires, all compressed into that one moment that must now last her forever, because this was the end.

She heard someone making little sounds of pleasure and despair, distantly realized that it was she—and Nick, too, whose eyes were as wide open as hers, as if he wanted to take her in one last time and hold her there forever.

His hands slid around the back of her head and ran through her hair as they kissed, his thumbs circled her ears and gently massaged her cheeks, stroked through the wetness of tears that she didn’t even know were there. Her fingers dug even deeper into his back as if trying to hold him there, to make sure that he could not go, never ever.

From the other side of the garage a car engine kicked over and started.

On the signal, they pulled back. Not completely, but reluctantly and still holding on to each other. Their lips detached, leaving a dreary void, a gaping emptiness of feeling where there had been completeness. 

For a few moments they looked at each other from close up.

“Be safe,” Nick whispered. 

His thumbs gently rubbed away the moisture from her cheeks, then did something that she guessed was meant to un-rumple her hair, and finally took his hands away.

She didn’t even know that she still had her arms around him, until he reached behind him, took her hands and brought them forward.

“You have to go,” he said gently and released her hands.

She stared at him mutely for the space of a few heartbeats.

“Why did you do that?” she whispered.

“Because I needed to know if what happened back there was real or not.”

She found it hard to breathe. “And?”

Nick touched her face, which gave her a tiny delicious shiver.

“We made our choices,” he said, his voice sounding hoarse. “And here we are and things are as they are. In an alternate universe, where Nick and Liz chose differently—who knows what might have been?” He swallowed. “Now, please. You must go.”

His face closed up. She knew the expression. He had made up his mind about something and nothing would get through his thick head that could change it.

Damn stubborn fool!

Behind her, she heard a vehicle pull out of the garage. 

Liz took a deep breath, turned away from Nick, started walking away. 

As she did, it occurred to her that she was doing exactly what Nick had done six months ago. Of course, the circumstances were quite different. At least that’s what she told herself; even though a tiny nagging voice reminded her that right now she, too, made a choice, and that, instead of telling Nick to stop being such a asshole and kiss her again until they finally ended up in that alternate universe of his, she had chosen to walk away.

It was good having the freedom to choose. But, oh boy, was it hard! And living with the consequences was even harder.

 

~~~

 

Nick looked after the departing van. He thought that Liz had finally looked back, just before the van turned the corner into the highway, but he couldn’t be sure. She was gone and he felt emptier than he ever had; especially now that he knew that what had only existed in his imagination had a tangible reality.

I’m an idiot.

Yeah, right. A lot of good that admission did him. There she was heading back to Colin, who was worse than a lemon. He was a complete asshole, whose attraction for Liz was a mystery the universe failed to yield. Nick didn’t think that Liz loved Colin; not for an instant. Which made everything even more mysterious, since Liz would be the last person in the damn cosmos who would prostitute herself to a man, as so many women did, just because he was wealthy or even good looking. 

That Colin was better looking than Nick was not in doubt. He was taller, a natural athlete, smart and got top marks in just about everything he did. And he had a rich father, who was more than happy to have the son move into his big civil construction business, with a view to eventually taking it over. 

By comparison with the criteria society used to measure a person’s worth, Nick was definitely much further down the mountain of success than Colin. He had never been a brain-box and usually barely passed exams, though he also made it a point of pride never to fail them. Nick was more into visual art and occasional story writing. He was also a voracious reader and loved movies. Unfortunately what he liked to read and watch and draw or paint wasn’t what the school system wanted him to; not for getting good marks anyway. 

Whatever Nick might have accomplished at sport—where he’d leaned toward stuff that required individual effort, such as running, cycling and fencing—had pretty much gone down the drain when that car smashed into him. It left bike and rider a twisted mess. He was in hospital for two months, in physiotherapy for years, and with bits and pieces of metal in his legs and arms for the rest of his life. His right leg was about half an inch shorter than his left, because part of the thigh bones had been so shattered that there was no way of rebuilding them, and so they had just taken the crushed bits out and joined what was left. He could move reasonably freely, but there were limits as to how much he could stretch and bend, and when he got older there would be hell to pay with the arthritis he was going to acquire. Miraculously, his joints, elbow, wrist, hips, knees and ankles had been spared major damage, which meant that he should still be able to move. He hoped.

It was during the time of recovery that he’d learned who his friends were—those that mattered anyway. In the end it was only one: Liz. She’d wagged school so often that even she, a natural straight-A student, had seen her grades slipping significantly; and the school authorities, and her parents, gave her no end of grief for spending every free minute with Nick in hospital, and later goading and coaxing him through a recovery process that was so painful that without her he might well have given up several times. 

His father should have been there for him, too, but wasn’t, except as a provider of a home and living support. After Nick’s mother had died of cancer, Dean Callahan had withdrawn into an emotional shell that probably should have been diagnosed as depression; if only he had allowed himself be diagnosed. But he hadn’t. And he also had been unable to provide his only son with the one thing he desperately needed: a parent and a friend. His father died when Nick was twenty-two; in a small-plane crash, together with four other employees of the engineering company he worked for. Nick managed to scrape together enough cash to have him cremated. Then, with Liz the only other person there, he had scattered the ashes into the wind from a clifftop, watching them being carried up and away, to join the molecules of air, land and sea.

Liz had also been there when Nick’s bones had been smashed to pieces, and she had been more of a friend than Nick would have expected in his wildest dreams. The teenagers got to know each other, as much as anyone can know another human being, during that time—but they had agreed not to pursue the potential romantic dimensions of their relationship. It just wouldn’t work. Too risky, and their friendship was too important to screw it up with romance and all that brought.

Nick, being of an absurdist disposition, was determined to practice what he preached. And so,  despite being deeply and hopelessly in love with Liz, he let her choose her ways—which included the three boyfriend losers; of which Colin was the latest, and, so it appeared, the last.

The thought of Liz married to Colin made Nick nauseous. He had tried and tried to figure out what drove her to these morons. There had to be some reason. Was it because they were losers?

Nick shook his head. Who was he to talk? Maybe in Liz’s eyes Colin wasn’t a loser at all. In fact, it was almost certain that he wasn’t. 

And yet, Nick remembered the scene at the car. For much of the time it was as if Colin simply hadn’t even been there, except as a minor annoyance and inconvenience. 

Who understood women? Who understood Liz? Even though they were so very close, much about her was a mystery.

Nick sighed, went back to his bike and put on his gear. He waved at Frankie, who twitched his head and winked at him. “You’re a idiot.”

Nick grimaced. “No shit.”

“What’s’a matter with ya anyways?”

“I suck.”

“Yeah. Well, do somethin’ ‘bout it.”

Good advice.

“Later.” Nick put on his helmet, and gloves, flipped the visor close and started the bike. He was probably going to drive at illegal speeds between here and his home.

 

~~~

 

The irony was, of course, that his house—the one he rented, but still saw as ‘his’—was not that far along the road from where he had picked up Liz. So, traveling at illegal speeds soon made him catch up with Rube’s van and forced him to slow down and hang well back. Doing it made him feel like a stalker. It felt like he hadn’t actually let her go yet. Irrational maybe, but who said people were anything but? 

About ten miles later he slowed and turned into the long, bumpy driveway that led to his place. The house was well set back from the road, in a clearing surrounded by native Oregonian woods—or whatever was left of them. You mightn’t be able to see it from the ground, but nowadays the once proud forests had become patchy, littered with logging plaques like the brains of Alzheimer patients. The strip of forest surrounding Nick’s house was less than half a mile wide, and beyond that it was the desolation left behind by the greed of people who either didn’t care or had convinced themselves that they did care and that what they were doing was all right, and everything would regrow in time. Which it wouldn’t. Not in his lifetime, nor those of his children or grandchildren. The massive pines would be tiny stubs compared to what they once were. 

Nick got off his bike and took off his helmet. Not that he was likely to have children. Or wanted to. It was a shitty world to put human beings into; going to hell in a hand basket real fast.

He went into the house, which was really more like a very large log cabin, owned by one Stuart Wells, who also owned about a hundred and fifty acres of the surrounding forest, and had successfully defended his right to keep the land and to tell the loggers to go and screw themselves. But he was old and sick and in a hospice where he was likely to die in the not-too-distant future. He had commissioned his neighbor, Danny, a retired lawyer who was no spring chicken himself, but sprightly and enterprising, and who owned a strip of about thirty acres adjacent to Stuart’s lot, to rent the place out. Nick had been fortunate enough to be at the right place at the right time— and to be liked by Danny, because that was the decisive factor. So now he lived here, though who knew for how long, because once Stuart was dead, which could be any day now, it would be all over and he’d have to find himself a new abode. 

Nick took off his gear and dropped himself into one of the rustic chairs, which, despite their rough-hewn appearance, were amazingly comfortable. The interior of the hut was a single large room. The walls had been lined with plywood and stained, so that you didn’t know it was a log hut, except if you looked out the three big windows. They were large enough to avoid the claustrophobic feeling Nick would otherwise have gotten living here. 

Nick hated closed-in spaces. The weeks spent partially in windowless hospital rooms had been hard. Liz, in an effort to make his lot easier, had had numerous loud arguments with the staff about the issue. It should have been his parents who did the arguing, but they just weren’t the type. Authority impressed and what authority said was probably wise and sensible. Liz, on the contrary, had serious authority ‘issues’. Nick never really knew if it was her nagging and cajoling or just dumb luck that eventually got him placed into a room with two huge windows, from where he could see the odd star at night, when everybody else had gone to sleep, but he couldn’t because he was in agony.

In one corner of the hut was a wood-and-coal stove with a gas cooker beside it. There was a sink and a bench for preparing food and storing stuff underneath. In the middle of the room stood a table with four chairs around it, all home-made by the owner when he was still able to do so. An incongruously modern queen bed with a mattress on a simple base stood on the other side. The rest of available wall space was covered by book cases and the originals of many of Nick’s drawings and illustrations he’d done for comics, magazines, novels and so on. A massive wooden chest stood in one corner. 
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