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Content Advisory

While this is, at its core, a romance novel, the characters are dealing with difficult issues and situations. My characters curse and sex is open door.

On the page:

Mental abuse in a relationship, automobile accident, alcohol abuse, recovery from injury, physical abuse in a relationship, assault requiring hospitalization.

Off the page:

Parental abuse, physical assault.

Discussions by characters:

Parental abuse, mental health, physical assault of a minor, violence against women, injury in military service.

Please read with due care for your own well-being.
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JUNE 2019

Whose bright fucking idea was it to do summer classes anyhow? Oh, right. Mine.

Shanique slides in next to me at the table in the sunny commons. “Could be worse, baby girl. Could be stats.” I groan and drop my head to my arms where they’re crossed on the table. “Come on, Rhi. Sooner we get this done, the sooner we never have to talk about marketing again.” She’s right, but I refuse to give her the satisfaction. We’ve chosen an imaginary makeup brand for our fake marketing project, and soon we’re deep in discussion of what fictional features we’re going to put forward in our all-too-real campaign. 

“But do you test on animals?” Booker’s voice is right in my ear, and it makes me startle. I hadn’t been paying attention to my surroundings, which is unlike me. He looks apologetic as he slides in across from us. At least he doesn’t think it’s funny, the way some guys do.

“Of course not,” snaps Shanique. “That’s super nineties as an advertising strategy, though.” Book shrugs, conceding the point.

“Hey, how’d your interview with Mom go?” he asks her.

“Decent, I think.” She gives a complicated shoulder roll. “It felt more like a conversation than an interview, except for the NDA.” 

“NDA?” Booker’s puzzled face is super cute.

“I could tell you,” says Shanique, pan completely dead, “but I signed an NDA.” Booker sighs.

“Who signed an NDA? Did somebody get cool all of a sudden?” My heart gives a leap in my chest that I do my best to ignore as Jason takes the fourth seat at our table. 

Shanique gives him a look as he fusses with his backpack. “I’ve always been cool,” she comments acerbically. “The world has simply taken notice.”

We all snort at that and I nudge her with my shoulder as we get back to the serious business of a hypothetical ad campaign.

––––––––
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“RHIANNA JOYCE.” I CURL in on myself a little, flinching the way I always do when I get full-named. Book and Shanique had both left for other classes, leaving just Jace and me at the table. I’m deep in the marketing assignment and Jace looks a little exasperated, like he’s been trying to get my attention for a while. 

I give myself a little shake. “Sorry, trying to get this damn thing done so I can have the weekend free.” His face falls a little. “What’s up?”

“I was wondering if you were busy this weekend, but it sounds like you’ve got plans.”

I shrug, wondering how much crap I’ll be in if I skip family dinner. It’s not like I want to go. Since my dad died, it’s usually left to me to keep everything organized when I show. I almost want to see what happens when I’m not there, but not entirely. “No solid plans, just wanted a weekend with no homework.”

He smiles a little. “I scored student tix to Indecent Saturday afternoon if you’re down.”

I glare suspiciously. “Is it a musical?”

He waggles his hand back and forth. “It has musical elements, but it’s not a musical in the traditional sense.”

“Fine, I’ll go,” I say, holding my mock glare, “but if anyone breaks into song with impeccably choreographed backing singers, I’m out.”

He bursts out laughing. “Fair enough.”

“We’re still on for Sunday night, though, right?”

His infectious grin causes a tiny earthquake in my chest. No strings, Rhianna Joyce. You can’t afford them. “You bet. I’ll make a Trekkie of you yet.”

I give the most noncommittal shrug I can. “You’re welcome to try. You know I’m just there for the orgasms afterward.” I wink as the flush spreads across his cheeks, lightly freckled by the relentless sun. He’s so damn cute, I could just put him in my pocket and keep him forev...

No, Rhianna. No strings.
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AUGUST 2019

I can already feel her leaving. 

We’re lying together in a loose tangle of limbs, sweat and other things drying on our skin. I’m lying with one arm thrown casually around her waist. She’s made no move to get out of my tiny, narrow bed, or even to take her weight off me, but there’s something in the way she holds herself that says she won’t stay. Again. Like always.

I want her to. I want her to want us. But she doesn’t, and I’m going to have to accept that. I feel like such an idiot, because I have a chance to be with someone who does want to fight for me, for us, and instead I let myself fall back into bed with Rhi. So, because I’m selfish, because I know this is the last time, I hold on a little longer. I work to memorize the way her long blonde hair tickles my chest and sticks itself to her forehead. I let my fingers drift idly across her belly and to the pebbled mass of old scar tissue at her hip, the one she tells a different story about every time someone asks her. 

It’s so like her. She’s not ashamed of the scar. It shows in every low-slung pair of jeans she owns. She doesn’t try to hide it. But she won’t talk about it, either. Wide open but completely guarded. That’s Rhi in a nutshell. Not shy about what she wants, or who, but she won’t give herself up completely to anything. Driven, goes after what she wants, but she’ll only take it on her terms. What you see is what you get, and what you get is smoke masquerading as substance. 

Me? I want substance. I want to build a life. I want to start laying a foundation for something as solid as my parents have. Nearly thirty years in, and they still have inside jokes. The kind that only they think are funny. They can have a whole conversation in three or four words. The love that shines between them is so obvious. I remember someone new meeting them once and asking incredulously, “You two are married? Like, to each other?” As though the level of connection and care they share is something so rare and remarkable. But it’s the only kind of relationship I’ve ever seen up close, and it’s the only thing I’ll settle for. So, when Rhi told me she didn’t do strings, I did my best not to let the attachment I was already feeling grow. 

But I kept coming back to her. I kept letting her come over when she called, even when I started dating other people. I never lied to her or hid what I was doing. I just couldn’t bring myself to say no to her. But I’m going to have to. 

I can feel her body tensing to get up, but I pull her to me. “Hey, Rhi?”

“Mmm hmm?” The sleepiness in her tone belies the wary stillness in her body.

“I have something to tell you.” The tautness in her shoulders grows, and my arm tightens around her waist in response. There’s no way to make this easy, so I don’t. “Shawna wants to be exclusive.”

It takes her a second to understand what I’m saying, and then she unbends against me. She plants a hand on my chest and props herself up so she can see my face. “Is that what you want, Jace?”

And that, that right there, is the thing that kept me coming back when I should have run like hell in the other direction. She’s not a no-strings person because she couldn’t give a fuck. She genuinely cares about me, like she does all her friends. She’s not trying to talk me out of it, but is checking in. She’s attentive and generous in bed and out of it, and right now she doesn’t care about her future hurt. She cares that this is the right decision for me. 

“I do,” I reply. When she waits for me to continue, I go on. “We want the same things, Rhi. We both want to settle down, build a life, maybe raise some kids in the future. White picket fence, the whole nine.” She searches my face intently for a minute. Apparently, she’s satisfied by whatever she sees there. She drops in to kiss me on the forehead, laying her forehead against mine. 

“Then this is farewell, I guess.” She pushes herself up and the skin she was resting against pebbles with the sudden cold. She swings her body over me and starts rummaging for her clothes on the floor. When she’s dressed again, she leans back in for one soft, chaste kiss on my mouth. “See you in class, Jace. Be happy.” Something dark flashes in her expression as she leaves, but it’s gone so fast I can’t decipher it.

As the door closes behind her, I roll over to reach for my phone on the floor. With the scent of my lover still thick in my room, I text my girlfriend to make future plans.
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SEPTEMBER 2023

When Cari, Jason, and I put our heads together to plan an event, we do not fuck around. This tiny, intimate wedding has been as beautiful and extravagant as we could imagine. It started with the trellis blanketed with wildflowers standing on the beach. Grey and Booker are dressed in crisp white shirts and dark slacks, each wearing an ornate, embroidered vest. 

Booker had put his foot down about the vests, so I’d shut up and sourced fabric to match for me and Shayla to wear as we stood up for them. Cari had designed the embroidery on all four garments, and Book had been a little pissed about her pulling out the old embroidery. That is, until he’d found out she’d sourced the same thread they’d originally been made with for the upgrade. I’d even changed the streaks in my hair to blue to match, despite how that was going to fuck up my presentations at car shows this year. The things I do for that boy.

It had all been worth it, though. Grey had been escorted by Andrea and Wade Jorgenson to a tall stool at the front. They were the closest thing he’d ever had to parents. The care they have for him is so blatantly obvious that it makes me a little jealous. He’d balanced Lily, his guitar, gracefully across his knee, and played the rest of us up the aisle. He’d kept the song he’d chosen a secret from everyone, and it was stunning. An intricate waterfall of notes accompanied a simple melody. The lyrics made an offer to a special someone to be a significant part of something bigger. They’re all a bunch of sentimental weirdos, so I’d insisted that embroidered hankies be a part of the wedding attire, and it had been a good call. Book, Shayla, Andrea, and Grey had been leaking freely by the time we all made it to the front. Even Cari’s eyes were suspiciously wet. Tighe had been a write-off from the start. He’d brought his own handkerchief.

We make a lovely picture, the four of us and an officiant. Book and Grey, with eyes for no one but each other. Me, feeling all gooey and wearing a blue sheath with an ornate fall of silver embroidery from the decolletage to the hem as I watch my friends get the happily ever after they deserve. Shayla, dark eyes and dark hair, resting one hand on her round belly. She’s mostly shooting soft looks at her equally dark husband, who smiles indulgently back. Her green dress has gold embroidery across the yoke, but her skirt is soft and made to drape and frame her pregnancy.

As the officiant speaks the words that solemnize the occasion, I let my attention drift to the other couples in attendance. Cari, tucked into Tighe’s side, unconsciously accepting the support he’s offering just as unconsciously. Marisa, gazing indulgently at everyone at the gathering, as though she was the mama hen and proud of her brood, while Kyle plays with the tiny strands of dark blonde hair that have escaped her bun. His attention is turned to their middle daughter, Cayley, as he’s answering some question she’s asked. Their other two daughters are captivated by the scene at the front. Willow is taking in the effect of the wildflower trellis, while Genovara is staring at Book and Grey with giant hearts in her eyes. Oh, to be sixteen and believe in love again. The other couples in attendance seem to be just as caught up in the moment: Saoirse and Ryan holding hands behind Tayvon’s neck where he’s seated between them, Calla and Alyx sharing some intense and private moment, Jaye leaning on Charlie’s shoulder, all blissed out, Simon and Isaac with their pinkies linked. I only see two blips in the sea of couple euphoria: Liam, sitting by himself in the back corner of the chairs we’ve set out, and Jason and Shawna.

I was frankly shocked that Shawna deigned to grace us with her presence. Usually, she finds some reason to stay home, and if she can make Jace stay with her, she will. He must have put his foot down, as he should have. But now they’re sitting too stiffly, beside each other but not touching. He’s picking at the bed of his thumbnail the way he does when he’s anxious, and she’s leaning ever so slightly away from him and holding her arms rigidly over her stomach, so she doesn’t touch him, even by accident. 

The words ‘yacht money bullshit’ drag my attention back to the ceremony as everyone laughs. We’ve reached the point of the ceremony where Book and Grey are exchanging vows. Grey is cupping Book’s face with one hand as Book promises to overcome all the disadvantages from his upbringing. Both of them are leaking happy tears, and I’m glad I used the really intense waterproof mascara for everyone. They exchange rings, both a little shaky and laughing softly as they fumble. They’re just putting back the rings they’ve been wearing for months now, but somehow they seem to have the added weight of their deeper commitment. At last, the officiant says, “It is my honor to present this new couple, Booker and Greyson Miller.” Everybody claps and cheers and we pelt the couple with dried flower petals as Booker grabs Grey, Grey grabs his guitar, and they race to the back of the gathering, laughing.

Shayla snags Martin’s hand, and the three of us follow at a more sedate pace, leading a train that consists of Andrea and Wade, Cari and Tighe, and then the rest of the guests. Thankfully we did the formal photos before the ceremony, so the photographer is just here capturing candids. We spread apart into our separate vehicles. I make a detour to grab Lily from Grey so I can return her to her case in the back of my car before we head to the reception. 

It seems a little too dignified to call it a reception, though. It’s a giant-ass party, like the ones I attend at least once a month at Cari and Tighe’s place in Manhattan Beach. The only difference is that this one has catering staff and is being held in a hotel ballroom. The mic is open for outrageous toasts, and I can see that Grey’s people don’t quite know what to make of it all. This lasts until Shayla gets up to toast Grey, and in the spirit of the occasion, roasts him utterly. That breaks whatever spell is holding back the rest of Grey’s people, and we get to hear about his art class exploits and how he broke his co-worker’s heart by having the audacity to be gay. About the time everyone is finished eating, the DJ has set up in the corner of the dance floor. He begins a set of all-ages music at a volume that encourages conversation. Grey and Booker circulate, taking a minute to personally thank everyone for coming. I’m scanning the room, and I take note of Cari chatting with an older Hispanic man who bears a startling resemblance to Book, when I feel a body drop heavily into the chair next to mine. 

“This seat taken?” Jason’s voice is already blurred by alcohol. Not a good sign. 

“Free country,” I mutter, my attention still on Cari and whoever she’s talking to. 

“Can I get a ride home with you?” That gets my attention. 

“Too drunk to drive already? That’s not like you.”

“Shawna wasn’t feeling well, so she took the car and drove herself home. She’s pretty pissed I wouldn’t drive her. I might need to crash at your place.” Jason has slumped forward and pushed his hands into his hair, leaning his elbows on the table to hold his head up.

I snort. “Only if you cut it with the drinking. There’s still a puke stain on my throw rug from that time you got blitzed on red wine.”

Jason says nothing, just nods and leaves his head in his hands. Shit. He’s not okay. But just as I’m about to reach out to him, I hear the opening bars of Fatboy Slim’s Praise You. “That’s my cue,” I mutter, giving him a pat on the shoulder as I go hover near the dance floor. 

Grey and Book decided to make their first dance a bit of a spectacle. It starts with the Fatboy Slim version, but at the sample clip, there’s a bass drop and a key change and they finish with Rita Ora’s version. I love the sparkle of mischief in Grey’s eyes. It’s such a change from his usual seriousness. I laugh with everyone else when Grey drops to the floor and proceeds to climb Booker like a tree along with a rising pitched ‘praise.’ After the first chorus, they break apart, Booker coming to find me and pull me to the dance floor while Grey dances with Shayla. After the next chorus, Book leaves me to go find his mom while Grey pulls a faux reluctant Andrea on to the floor. I knew this was coming, so I step back to the side of the dance floor while the others grab the partners they came with and continue the celebration. I didn’t expect it to sting so much, to be standing on the edge of the floor while everyone else is moving. Book and Grey are dancing together again, and I see the intensity in Grey’s gaze as he mouths the words ‘you feel like a religion.’  They’re so damn happy together and I’m glad they found each other. I wish, just for a second, that I could find that person for me. Then I remember why I’m not into strings and try and shake off my pity party

The hand on the small of my back startles me, until Jason’s voice says, “Not like you to stand off to the side.”

“Too weird to dance by myself when everyone else is coupled up,” I reply. His answer is to swing me back out on the floor just in time for the song to end. 

He looks a little disappointed, but says, “Next one.”

But the next one is an extended remix of YMCA, and then the rest of the family friendly dances typical of a wedding reception. I stay on the dance floor for most of them, only taking breaks to chug water, and Jason mostly stays with me. After about an hour of this, during the chicken dance, Book, Grey, and I disappear to the bathrooms for a quick change. I get back in my corset and short shorts just as the DJ announces, “Ladies, theydies, and gents, the family friendly portion of the evening has come to an end. You’ve been warned.” There’s a longer silence than I expect, but Grey and Booker finally take their place in the center of the floor again. They’ve both changed their dress pants for jeans and dress shoes for sneakers. They’ve also shed their dress shirts, but kept their vests. I catch Book’s eye and mouth ‘what kept you?’ His cocked eyebrow and shit eating grin are enough to bring a healthy flush to my cheeks. Then the bass drops and the real party starts. 

Jace sticks with me for most of it, but I know this isn’t really his thing. During the first set break, I tell him to let me know when he’s ready to head out, but he sticks it out until we wind down, around three. He doesn’t dance the whole time, but he seems content to sit and watch the dancers when he’s not on the floor. 

I was a little surprised who had stayed. I’d expected Andrea, Wade, Cari, and Tighe to go, but they’d stayed and danced for about half an hour. Finally, Shayla had pleaded fatigue, and they’d left en masse with Martin laughingly half-carrying his wife to the car. Ryan had dragged Saoirse out as soon as the DJ changed the music, but Tay stayed for the whole thing. Calla and Alyx had stayed until almost two, and Alyx had snuck a couple of the catering staff into our circle as well. Gennie and Cayley had convinced Marisa to stay with them while Kyle took a fading Willow home. They were still good to go when Marisa called it around one. I might have to convince Book to bring Gennie to Pride next year.

I make sure Tay gets his ride share okay before I grab Jace and head out. “Where to?”

Jace has to think for way too long before he says, “Home.”

“You wanna talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“Jason...” I stop, because it’s absolutely none of my fucking business. Except that my friend is obviously unhappy, but I don’t know how to call it out without sounding like a total jealous bitch. So, I let the silence do the work. Most people don’t understand what a powerful tool silence can be. No one is comfortable with it, so if you just let it hang, they’ll fill it, usually with the last subject you were talking about before the silence fell.

Jace is better at silence than most people, but eventually he cracks. “I get so frustrated when she makes it clear that she doesn’t actually want to be with ME, she wants to be with some version of me that she has built up in her head. So long as I go along with whatever Brain Jason would do, things are fine. But when I do crazy shit like insist on attending my best friend’s wedding and staying for the whole reception, she either pouts or freezes me out. You’d think that four years in, she’d have figured out who she was with.” I don’t say anything. There’s nothing to say. So, he continues, “Today she was specifically pissed at me that we haven’t managed to set a date yet. It doesn’t make sense to her that I also want to have input. So, I do the only thing I can, which is stall and refuse.”

That makes me blow out a breath. “Not gonna lie, I’m surprised by that, too. When you got exclusive with her, you said the two of you wanted that whole package. You’ve been engaged for what, seven months now?”

He turns to me, surprised. “You remember what I said in a conversation four years ago?” 

I keep my gaze focused on the road as I reply, “I remember all the things that are important to my friends.”

He hums, and we drive the rest of the way to his place in silence. As I pull up front, I can’t stop myself from asking, “Want me to wait in case she’s changed the locks?” 

That draws tired laughter from him. “No, she’ll be asleep. Maybe call tomorrow afternoon and make sure she hasn’t buried me in the back yard.”

I lean over and give him a hug. “Afternoon proof of life. You bet.”

He slips out of the car and into his place without looking back.
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NOVEMBER 2023

I’m still not fully convinced that having the use of Booker’s car for ten days makes up for having to make this drive at stupid o’clock. Don’t get me wrong, Sally’s a sexy beast, and I’ve been having fun running some of the mountain roads in the exclusive neighborhoods. I’m just not sure why I agreed to have Sally at LAX to pick them up from their honeymoon at one a.m. Or maybe I am. Things haven’t come back with me and Shawna the way they always have before. She’s pushier with the ultimatums, colder when I insist on hanging out with my friends. Having Sally for the last ten days made her realize it’s been a long time since she’s seen her mom back in Wisconsin. So, it’s just been me and a hot car at the house for the last couple of weeks. I’ve enjoyed it more than I think I should. 

I feel bad about loving the freedom. I’ve always tried to show Shawna that she’s my first priority, but she can’t be my only priority. And I definitely can’t be the only support in her system. If my parents’ relationship taught me anything, it’s that no person can be another person’s everything. Everyone needs friends to balance out their lives. Shawna expects me to be available to her twenty-four/seven. She also expects me to be the solution to all of her problems, regardless of what else is going on in my life. We’d had a massive fight last April because she’d had some minor interpersonal thing at work, and I hadn’t been able to summon a single fuck to give her about it because it was Fashion Week. Or as we like to call it, Hell Week. 

I don’t want to let this relationship go. I’ve invested four fucking years, for Christ’s sake. But we can’t keep going on like we have been. The last big blowout had been when I’d suggested couple’s counselling. It had been as though asking her to start therapy was the same as saying everything was always and forever her fault and how could I possibly be so cruel?

I check the time and realize that with the freeways nearly empty I’ll be an hour early. I can get one more run up through Topanga and still double back in time to catch their flight. I change my route and head up onto the dark and peaceful roads of the forest preserve.

I’m still ruminating about the state of my relationship when a set of headlights travelling far too close starts to irritate me. I push my speed a little bit, trying to pull ahead to where the headlights aren’t quite so bright. They’re the super powerful LED ones, and they’re set badly, so they shine right into my mirror and by extension into my eyes. 

Speeding up doesn’t help; the asshole stays right with me. So, at the next wide stretch, I slow down and pull over, trying to indicate the guy should pass me. But he stays behind me. What a fucking dickwad. Irritated, I pull back out on the road and take a hard right onto a slightly less major road. I drive these roads enough to know that this is just the scenic route back to the main road. That fucker follows me, surging behind me until he’s right on my bumper, then pulling back a little. I’d wondered if he was drunk, but this bit of driving shows precision. 

Then, when we’re at an open stretch with a steep drop on one side and a wide ditch on the other side, he pulls past, and I think he’s finally going to fucking pass me. But instead, he slams his front end into Sally’s rear quarter panel, then brakes hard. Her rear end slews out of control. PIT maneuver, I think. As my brain throws up this useless piece of trivia, my body is trying desperately to keep Sally from sliding down the cliff face. I get her pointed the other way, but I over-correct and I feel her flip into the wide ditch.

Body thrown against the lap belt as we roll. 

Flashes of rocks in her headlights.

Whiteout as cracks spiderweb across her windshield. 

Something flies forward from the back seat and cracks me in the back of the head.

Blackout.

Grey awareness. Steady beeping. A low voice, familiar. Hand in mine. Woman’s voice. “Sleep.”

I sleep.

Grey awareness. Steady beeping. A different voice, “...hadn’t been for the 911 call...” Fade out. 

“... Booker’s car, though...” No. Sally. Is she okay?

“... no evidence...” Unfamiliar man.

“...all due respect...” Booker. Pissed. Good. He got home. 

Flood of nothingness.

I sleep.

Grey awareness. Steady beeping. Pain. So much pain. Raw sound crawling up my throat. Trickle of nothingness. Not enough to make me sleep, but the pain recedes. I float for a while. Notes, soft and steady. No words, just the sound, turning the relentless beeping into a song.

I sleep.

Grey awareness. Steady beeping. Some pain, but not as much. Hand in mine. Familiar. Turn to see. Hand disappears. Straw on my lips. I sip. Water, cold, feels good. Swallow. Float. 

I sleep.

Grey awareness. Steady beeping. Familiar snuffling noise. I can open my eyes. I turn my head, slightly, and Rhi startles awake. She puts the straw to my lips, and I sip a few mouthfuls of water. I’m parched and the coating in my mouth is a thousand times worse than the worst hangover I’ve ever had. It takes me a second to get my voice to work. “Rhi.”

Her eyes are full of compassion. “How’s your pain?” I try to shrug, but it feels like my whole body’s tied to the bed. “One to ten?” she asks. 

“Four, maybe?” I hurt, but I don’t want to crawl out of my skin.

“Good. They gave you nerve blocks for the worst of it. Can I put you in charge of your own morphine?”

“What?” I don’t understand what she’s asking. She curls my fingers around something hard. She positions my thumb. 

“Press if you’re in pain. It’ll give you a shot of morphine.”

I press. Trickle of nothingness. 

I sleep.

Coming awake this time feels less like clawing my way up through a layer of cotton and more like waking up after I’ve been really sick. Awareness starts with the beeping that I finally recognize as a heart monitor. Mom is sitting beside my bed, crocheting the stuffed ...octopuses? ...octopi? ...octopods? she makes for the NICU back home. As soon as I stir, she puts everything down and takes my hand. “How’s my boy?”

Her familiar voice makes my eyes leak a little. I’m not sure what I’m crying about, but I feel the moisture trickle down my temples toward my ears. “I have no idea, mom. How long have I been out?”

Her answer chills me but her voice is casual as she says, “Two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” What the hell happened? “Jesus, Mom, how bad is it?”

She doesn’t tell me, which says that it’s bad. “I’ll let the doctor fill you in when he makes his rounds after dinner.” She holds the straw to my lips for me to drink, then hands me a tiny pot of petroleum jelly. I don’t even think as I reach for it to apply it to my lips, then realize that I’ve got the morphine button still loosely clasped in that fist. I drop the button and swipe a dab of jelly to apply to my parched and cracked lips. It blows my mind that something so simple can feel so good.

As I’m trying to gather my resolve to actually assess my own condition, there’s a soft knock at the door. Mom’s head comes up and she smiles at me. “Looks like my shift’s over, unless you want me to stay.”

“No, I’m probably just going to sleep more. I feel like I’ve been dragged through a hedge backward.”

“Not far off the truth.” Book’s trying for a teasing tone, but his voice breaks. Before I can say anything else, he’s in the room, leaning over my bed. He’s trying to engulf me in a hug without actually touching me. 

I bring my free hand up to grip his shoulder. “Oh my God, Book. Sally. Is she...?” I can’t bring myself to ask.

“Fuck the car.” Booker’s voice is fierce and full of tears at the same time. When he pulls back, his cheeks are wet. “I was so goddamn scared we’d lost you.”

“How bad?” I see Mom shake her head out of the corner of my eye, but I keep my gaze steady on him.

He glances apologetically at Mom before he replies, “Bad concussion, your leg’s pretty fucked up, and so is your shoulder. I’ll let the doctor fill you in on the details. The main concern at first was a brain bleed, but you got lucky there.”

“Hard head.” I try for a smile, but everyone is so damn serious I can’t make it happen. 

My mom interrupts. “I’m going for coffee. Do you need anything?” This last is aimed at Booker. 

He smiles and picks up a backpack from the floor. “I’m good. I’ve got a thermos with tea and sandwiches. Practically a picnic.” She nods, kisses me softly on my forehead, and leaves.

“Okay, now that my mom’s not here, what the fuck?”

“I can’t fill you in any more than I did. The doctor needs to clear you and then you need to talk with Detective Ramirez.”

“So that fucker did run me off the road on purpose.” Even as I make the statement, I can’t quite put meaning to it, but Book looks startled.

“Do you remember the accident?”

“Not clearly, but there’s a few things. I’ll save it for the detective, so I don’t have to tell it twice.”

“Fair. You want to talk, or you want to sleep some more?”

“I’m whacked. I’m going to sleep, but wake me when the doc gets here?”

“Sure thing. Grey’s got the overnight tonight, and then Mom will be here in the morning.”

“Umm, what?” I’m confused.

“Did you seriously think we were going to leave you alone? Or make your parents sleep here? Someone’s been here since Rhi got the first call.”

“Sorry, Rhi got the first call?” I can’t wrap my brain around it.

“Yeah, I guess she was listed on your insurance as local first call.”

“Hmm. I thought I updated that. Guess not.” This is both too much to think about and unimportant right now. I feel sleep pulling at me and I let it take me.

I wake later to a gentle hand on my shoulder. Grey is sitting in the visitor’s chair, hugging the body of his guitar. My mom’s is the hand that woke me, but this room is way too full of people. For the first time, I really register how big the room is, and I say a prayer for my bank account. My benefits through Seymour B. are good, but not private room for two weeks good. And this large, private room feels very crowded. I recognize Cari and Booker, Calla, and my dad hovering around the edges, while the nucleus of the crowd is my mom, a couple of guys whose bearing screams ‘cop,’ and someone who’s obviously a doctor.

The doctor clears his throat and introduces himself. He works through my chart, noting all my injuries in a thorough, clinical fashion. When he finally finishes, I’m a little sweaty at the thought of everything that’s happened to my body, but I’m also confused. So, when he asks if I understand, I reply, “I understand that that’s a lot of words to say I’m really fucked up. What’s the most serious injury and approximately how long can I expect my recovery time to be?”

“Well, it’s impossible to be precise about the nature of all the injuries, due to...” I tune him out as the polysyllabic words start to flow. I’m jolted back when I hear, “...were forced to perform an open reduction and internal fixation to your femur, and repaired the soft tissue damage at that time, but-”

Booker interrupts him. “Translation: you broke your femur in a couple of places, so they made air travel a pain in the ass for you forever. You also tore or detached your ACL and your MCL. They stuck it back together, but walking’s going to suck for a really long time. Also broken collarbone and all the soft tissue trauma of dislocating that shoulder. Plus the concussion.”

Both the doctor and the more serious looking cop glare at Book. He shrugs. “What? Dude got hit on the head. Small words. But answer the man’s question about recovery time.”

The doctor shakes his head a little before he turns back to me. “Recovery also depends on a number of factors, including quality of care and amount of physiotherapy, but I’d expect a minimum of four months up to a year. Certainly, a year out will give you a stronger sense of permanent impairment.”

“Permanent impairment? So, my dance career’s over, then?” Mom swats my shoulder reflexively, then covers her mouth in an ‘oops’ gesture. Book’s looking at the ceiling, while Grey’s head is turned down toward the body of his guitar. They’re both doing a terrible job of hiding their grins. Dad’s shaking his head in exasperation. I’m joking to cover the panic. Four months to a year? What the hell am I supposed to do in the meantime? I mean, I have this very cushy job for stupid money, but I need to be able to walk to do parts of it. I try to control my breathing, but the traitor heart rate monitor starts beeping faster and gives away my panic. 

Cari elbows her way to my bedside and sits on the edge. She’s got her hardass face on, and Booker is matching it. Something about this has them both seriously pissed, and my heart rate spikes again. She takes my hand in hers and says, “Your job is there for you while you recover. Once you’re in any kind of shape to be doing office work, we’ll find some sort of adjusted work for you, until you’re back at it in full, or not. Until you’re back at work, your bills are covered.” I startle when she says that, and holy shit I might as well have just set fire to the entire left side of my body. My breath starts to come in shallow pants, and I fumble for where the morphine button is tied to the side of the bed. Cari grabs it and looks at me for permission before she presses it. Relief is almost immediate.

“Why the hell would you cover my bills? I appreciate the assurance that I have work when I’m ready, but I have insurance, benefits...” I trail off at the matching steely looks that Cari and Booker are wearing, and I glance at Grey to see the same look of grim determination on his face. “What am I missing?”

“While I value you both as an employee and a family friend, I’m covering your bills because this is personal, and Book and I are, however indirectly, at least a little responsible.” I can’t make myself understand what she’s talking about.

The less buttoned up cop steps up and says, “That sounds like my cue. My name is Detective Dane Ramirez. I’m with the LAPD. I didn’t respond to the initial 911 call, but I have previous interest in this case, so I’ve been sent to liaise with the feds.” Buttoned up cop guy makes a face, but says nothing. Ramirez continues, “There is evidence that you, or more specifically, Mr. Mor-” Book coughs and Ramirez rolls his eyes, “-Miller’s vehicle was the target of a retaliatory attack by one or more persons who have been indicted for numerous serious charges. I got called in when the evidence pointed to several players who were arrested in a series of death threats against people close to Ms. Morhan several years ago. My job was to uncover enough evidence to prove or disprove a connection between the two events.” He turns to glare at the other cop. “I have done so, and proved that the events are connected to the case which is currently in preliminary hearings. What I have not done is proved which of the defendants is specifically responsible.” He turns back to face me, and his expression relaxes a bit. “So, we’re here to take your preliminary statement in the hopes that it will help steer us in a direction.”

I grab breath to start to tell my story, but the other cop interrupts. “My name is Special Agent Raymond Brown, and I’m with the RICO division of the FBI. I’m here in a show of inter-agency cooperation, but unfortunately before you tell us what you remember, I’m going to have to ask Ms. Morhan and Mr. Morhan to leave the room.” Cari gets up off the bed, giving my hand one last squeeze, but Booker stays leaning nonchalantly against the wall. SA Brown turns his head slowly and attempts a death glare, but Booker is unmoved. Maybe Cari will give SA Brown lessons. Book just looks back steadily. SA Brown clears his throat. Book continues to stare. Brown makes a sharp gesture at the door with his head. 

Finally, Book speaks into the stare down. “I haven’t heard my name yet.”

“Probationary Agent Mor-” Booker’s hand goes up. Brown’s voice is already tight with anger and the gesture does nothing to improve his temper. “- Miller,” Brown corrects, enunciating precisely, “you are already skating on very thin ice at the bureau.” 

Booker gives a fake cough that sounds like ‘eleven million’ and doesn’t move. Grey is still looking at the floor, but I can just make him out biting his lips hard, as though he’s fighting a smile.

Brown says, “And you have direct conflict of interest in this case, so you’ll need to leave the room.”

“I still don’t see how. I can’t be called for testimony for anything I haven’t already testified for, specifically Detective Ramirez’s case. That case has already been tried and defendants were convicted. And I still maintain I have the right to know exactly how much danger I’m in.” That makes Grey’s face go serious again.

“Out.” Brown’s voice is clipped, and Grey stands, gripping his guitar by the neck. He walks over to Booker and takes his hand.

“Let’s go, sweetness. Jason needs to get his story on the record more than you need to prove the size of your law enforcement penis.” Booker turns his glare on Grey but goes, reluctantly. Dad takes the chair Grey has vacated.

Calla moves to stand at the foot of the bed and says, “I’ve been acting as your counsel until this time via permission from your proxy. Are you able to either ratify or refute that choice?”

“What?” My brain isn’t working fast enough to process her sentence. “Small words, remember?”

She gives the tiniest of grins. “Are you cool if I continue to act as your lawyer in this?” I nod. “I’m here if you have questions about what you’re being asked, and if I interrupt you, shut up immediately, because you’re about to say something that is going to bite you in the ass, or that it’s better that I don’t know.” I nod again to indicate my understanding and turn back to Ramirez.

He gets my permission to record, then asks me to tell the story of the accident. It doesn’t take long to tell, though Calla has some sort of reaction when I say the accident happened in Topanga. She controls it quickly, and I make a mental note to ask her about it later. 

Once I identify the PIT maneuver, Ramirez leaves off asking details about the accident itself, but he seems far too interested in the aftermath. He asks me in four or five different ways if I could have made the 911 call.

“I don’t remember anything after the windshield broke, at least one roll, maybe more. Something hit me from the back seat.” Some of the details leading up to the PIT are fuzzy too, but I remember the headlights being wrong and trying to lose the tail or let them pass.

After I tell the story about six times in different ways, I finally hold my hand up. “What is this about a 911 call?”

Calla steps forward. “Near as we can tell, a call was made, giving a precise GPS location for the EMTs, just a few minutes after the accident. It’s not the first time a call like that has been made.”

Ramirez shoots her a glare, but she just shrugs. “It’s not anything that’s going to make or break the case. My client does not recall making the call, and the evidence of his concussion seems to indicate that he wasn’t in any shape to do so. We’re back to square one.”

Ramirez asks a few more questions, then turns to Brown, who just shakes his head. Calla asks if I have any questions for the detectives, and I shake my head no. It’s too much to think about right now. They all go to leave the room, but Brown turns before he goes through the door. “One more thing, Mr. Carter. Do you happen to know if there was a deck of cards in the vehicle?”

“A deck of cards? Not that I know of. Why the hell would Book keep a deck of cards in there? Sex toys seem more likely than cards.” Calla snorts, and SA Brown flushes. Blushes? Maybe. They all leave, and Mom and Dad sit with me until I fall asleep again. 

When the pain wakes me up, it’s late, and I hear that same melody that incorporates the beeping of the heart monitor into it. I turn to see Grey in the visitor’s chair, idly plucking at the strings of his guitar. 

“Fun song,” I croak, and he puts the guitar down to get me water. Once I’ve eased the dryness in my throat, I continue, “Your own work?”

Grey snorts. “The working title is Ode to a God-Damned Noisy Box. You’re lucky I’m not into ska.”

I also laugh, but it hurts, so I stop immediately. “Truth.” We sit in easy silence for a few minutes. It’s always easy to be silent with Grey. He’s so still sometimes. He looks relaxed, but he’s really just completely in the moment, allowing whatever’s going to happen to happen. He’s a good balance for Booker’s constant buzzing energy that way. Thinking of Booker reminds me of what happened earlier, and I ask, “What was up with Book and Brown?”

Grey laughs. “Brown is pissed that the bureau hired Book. He’s been trying to get Book fired, so he’s been engaging in office bullshit. Things like holding back files meant to land on Book’s desk so he looks incompetent or lazy. But it backfired on him in a big way back in November.” I cock an eyebrow, indicating Grey should go on. Book doesn’t talk about his job at all now, and I’m not sure Grey should be telling me this, but I’m not going to stop him if he’s feeling chatty. “While Book was waiting for a file he needed, he got bored, and he ended up finding and closing a loophole in the bureau’s accounting software. It was erasing the fractional cents from things like tax withholding and 401 contributions. Best guesstimate, the software was causing the disappearance of about eleven million a year across the entire organization.” I give a huge gasp of surprise, and my whole left side screams at me again. I push the button. Grey winces, but finishes his story. “So Brown doesn’t let Book get bored anymore. But he’s either pissed that Book changed his name when we got married, or he’s the kind of asshole that doesn’t care about people’s names. He still insists on calling Book ‘Agent Morhan’ like it’s some kind of weird power trip.” He shakes his head and shrugs. “Not much I can do, other than sympathize.”

I hum agreement, but the morphine is starting to make everything soft around the edges. “Night, Grey,” I mumble, before I slide back into sleep.
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I PUSH MY WAY THROUGH the hospital doors like I have for the last five weeks, feeling the weight of my bag more than usual. I didn’t feel bad keeping it from him when he was so out of it, but he’s been awake for longer stretches the last few days. I’m not sure what I’m waiting for, except that I don’t want to be the instrument of more hurt for him.
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