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      “I haven’t had sex in months, Mel! Months!” I squint my eyes, as if doing so will help me see through the steadily falling snow. I purse my lips, too. That oughtta help. And to top it off, I turn the radio down. Despite the ‘Breaking News!’ alert about a third jewelry store heist in as many weeks, with a suspected trio of bandits now millions of dollars richer than they were this time last month.

      I have important things to say, and not a lot of time to say them in, as my phone teeters at a pathetic three percent battery life. “I’m a healthy, needy, twenty-nine-year-old woman, Melanie. I enjoy the chemical benefits one experiences with an orgasm.”

      “Anna, I⁠—”

      “Dopamine!” I flip my wipers on, shoving the incessant white powder from my windshield. “Oxytocin. Serotonin.”

      “You’re just saying words.” My best friend in the entire world, my ride or die, the soon-to-be-bride for whom I’m maid-of-honor for in barely a week’s time, rolls her eyes at me. “You’re not that hard up, Anna. Geez.”

      “Endorphins are good for my brain! Sex is considered a full-spectrum workout, did you know that?”

      “Of course she knew that.” Nicolas Ramos, that charming, handsome, almost-married fucker, laughs on their end of the line. “Mel knows all about the endorphins, Anna Banana. In fact, she rates her daily full-spectrum workout ten outta ten.”

      “Nick!” Mel grunts. She probably hit him. “You can’t say things like⁠—”

      “Bragging is not cute, Mr. Ramos.” I glance over at my beeping phone and gulp at the pathetic one percent battery warning. Holding the steering wheel in one hand, I lean across the gearshift and feel around the dark floor for my charger cord.

      Instead, I find candy bar wrappers. Empty soda bottles. Deposition files. All the things a normal twenty-nine-year-old woman would keep in her car.

      “Boasting typically leads to a nasty case of karma, Nicolas. You’re getting married soon… and you know what they say about married women.”

      “What?” He laughs.

      I swear, I catch the sound of his lips doing things to Mel’s face.

      “What do they say?”

      “To stop fighting with my best friend?” Mel growls. Then to me, “To stop bickering with my husband?”

      “They say arrogance leads to unmet expectations, and married chicks typically close shop once the marriage license has been filed at the local courthouse. I’m a lawyer; I know all about divorce rates. There it is!” Triumphantly, I wrap my fingers around the charger cord and straighten in my seat, thrusting my hand into the air. Swinging my eyes across to my phone with a wide, goofy grin plastered on my face, I open my mouth to add something zing’y and witty to my Nick Ramos smackdown, only to find the screen black and the whole device shut down.

      Dead.

      “Dammit.” I ignore the radio presenters’ muffled voices as they finish their news piece and transition us across to a dumb Christmas song instead, and steering with my knees—like all intelligent, multi-faceted, millennial women can—I grab my phone and jam the charger cord into the bottom. Tossing the device down and bringing my focus back to the road, I trade my knees for my hands and lock eyes with a man in the middle of the street.

      Then we collide.

      With a throat-aching scream piercing the air, I slam my feet to the brake pedal, grip the steering wheel with both hands, and watch, horrified, as the guy flips onto my hood with a world-shifting thump, and over the roof—roll, thud, roll. Like a sack of fucking potatoes, he bounces off my rear window, clips the trunk, and as my car comes to a skidding stop, the poor sucker crashes to the ground with a stomach-turning thud.

      Glowing red all over—Please be red because of my taillights, please be red because of my taillights!—he lies flat on his back, his arms and legs splayed wide, and white fog floating around his body. Please don’t be the holy spirit come to take him away!

      Oh. My. God.

      Panting frantically, I hear the thunder of my pulse in my ears. Mariah’s song. My engine’s perfect purr. Even my vibrating phone, now that it has power again.

      And the man’s groan.

      A pained yelp bursts from the depths of my chest, then my brain catches up and propels me into action. I shove my door open and lunge to the left, only for my still-secure seatbelt to lock me down. I cry out, desperate and anxious as my hands shake and my heart speeds out of control. Frenzied, I unsnap my seatbelt and throw it to the side, gasping as the metal buckle smacks the outside frame of my car.

      Nausea builds in my throat, bubbling and nasty. Burning and mean.

      I don’t know how I manage it, how my knees hold me up, but I stumble onto the otherwise empty road and into falling snow that insists on soaking into my hair. “Oh my gosh, mister… I’m…” I race toward the man dressed all in black. Not like Tommy Lee Jones suited from head to toe. But black pants, a black puffer jacket, a black beanie pulled to his eyebrows, and what may be a black eye, already blossoming on his face.

      Shaking, I kneel by the man’s too-still form and place my fingers against his neck. “Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead.” Why didn’t I pay attention during that first aid course in high school? I blink-blink-blink blinding tears from my eyes. “I can’t find a pulse.”

      I shift my fingers and search the road for help. Any ambulances nearby? A medical examiner, maybe?

      “M-mister?” I look him up and down and take stock of the mess I made; bleeding nose, gravel-rash from his temple to his jaw, and his left arm, pointed in a direction not entirely copacetic with how I’d expect a normal, functional appendage to go. “Please don’t be dead,” I moan. “Gen Pop won’t work out for me.”

      He grabs me with lightning-fast reflexes, wrapping his hand around my wrist, and then he moves my fingers about six inches to the left. “Pulse is over here, silly.”

      “Agh!” Screaming, I jump to my feet and shake my arm like his grip is a fucking spider on my hand. Still, he’s stronger than me, so he pulls me back down and grunts when my free hand slams to his probably-tender stomach. “Oh my gosh.” I hyperventilate. I wheeze. “Y-you’re alive!?”

      “You’re loud.” His forehead wrinkles, visible under the shift of his beanie, then his eyes open—slowly, torturously—revealing a pair not necessarily brown, but not some other color, either.

      Which makes no sense at all.

      They’re milky and light, like coffee on a Sunday morning with way too much milk added in.

      His not-exactly-brown stare scans my face all over, from the top of my mahogany hair, tied in two braids to keep loose strands out of the way, down to my wildly pulsing throat.

      I’m going to prison. Probably. “A-are you okay?” I groan. “That was pretty freakin’ bad.”

      “You hit me?”

      Never admit guilt! Come on, Anna. You know what to do! “Uh…” I swallow the nauseating lump of grossness in my throat. “Y-yeah, I did. But it was an accident.”

      His lips curl into a small grin, wrinkled and—surely—moving exclusively because of the shock taking control of his central nervous system. “Are you an angel?” he murmurs, his words almost a drunken slur. “I wished for you, which probably makes this one of those Christmas stories where my angel teaches me to be a better man.” He digs his head back and uses the snow as a pillow. “You’re pretty as hell.”

      “I’m not an angel!” I yank free of his firm grip and plop onto my butt, bumping his poor ribs as I bring my knees up and rest my elbows on top. “You’re alive. I’m not going to prison.” It’s gonna be fine. It’s fine! “Oh my God. I won’t miss Mel’s wedding.”

      “Uh…” He pushes up with his good arm. Fuck me, the other dangles at a wholly unnatural angle. “I understand this is a tough time for you, but I don’t suppose you could set your crisis aside for a sec and pay attention to me, could you?”

      “I’m sorry… I…” I drop my legs to the side and bang the poor bastard with my knee. “Shit!”

      A pained hiss sprints along his throat.

      “I’m sorry!” I spring to my knees, condemning the uncoordinated weapons to the frozen road so I can’t hit him anymore, then I place one hand under his elbow. Good one, Anna! That’ll fix it. “Tell me what you want me to do. Please, could you⁠—”

      “I didn’t realize Christmas angels were supposed to drive like they stole a hundred and one Dalmatian puppies.” With a pained grunt, he twists to the right and places his hand on the ground, his bleeding knuckles becoming beacons amidst the crisp white snow. He’s a mess of dirty scrapes. Torn jeans. A bubbling goose egg on his forehead. Oh God. I’m in so much trouble! “That’s a reckless driving charge,” he moans. “Even angels’ve gotta follow the law, don’t they?”

      “Ar-are you okay?”

      He focuses on his breath for a beat. One in. One out. Another in. Another out. His tongue darts forward, licking his dry lips, then he scrunches his eyes shut and pushes to his knees.

      Oh God.

      Swaying, he forces his left foot into place. Then the right.

      Scrambling up after him, I hold his arm and pray he doesn’t collapse and make this way, way worse. “W-what do…” I swallow the puke-flavored spit lodged in my throat. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Not drive like a maniac?” He extends to his full height, straightening his back and expanding his chest. He must be six and a half feet, easily towering over my five-four. A long line of blood rolls from his nostril, cutting a track over the swell of his lips and through the short stubble under his jaw.

      The guy is large. Like, a wounded-bear-in-the-woods large, and I’m the dummy all alone with him on a dark, deserted road.

      “Um…” Danger, Will Robinson. Danger! “I-I should get my phone… call an ambulance.” I take a step back and release his injured arm. “If you could just⁠—”

      “Argh!” He wraps his meaty palm around my wrist and yanks me back in, his eyes firing with anger. Pain. Fear. Maybe a little impatience. “Fuck!” he groans. “Don’t let it go.”

      “But it’s… it’s…” I gulp. “Broken, probably. We need help.”

      “Not broken.” He drags my trapped hand along his arm and down to his elbow, wordlessly forcing my palm beneath the point, then bringing my second hand up, he sets it on his bicep. His extremely muscular bicep. “Hold on tight.” He grits his teeth, the skin around his lips paling despite the liquid ring of red circling the plump swells. “I’m gonna turn that way.” He pokes his thumb to the right. “You’re gonna stay really fuckin’ still.” He pats my bicep-holding hand. “Don’t let go.”

      “But—”

      “If you release me halfway through, it’ll be way worse.”

      “No, wait⁠—”

      “Hold on like your life depends on it.”

      “Mister! Stop⁠—”

      “Dean.” He flashes a wide, arrogant grin. For just a moment in time, his eyes glitter with kindness. With happiness. Perhaps even a little flirty-ness. “My name’s Dean Warner.”

      “Uh…”

      “And you are?”

      “Anna?” God, why do I say it like a question? “Anna Maxwell.”

      He closes one eye, squeezing it tight. “And just so’s I know I’m not seeing things; did you just hit me with a…” He peeks past me and stops those not-brown-eyes on my pride and joy. My baby. My whole life. “A Plymouth Road Runner? Nineteen-sixty-seven?”

      “Sixty-nine, actually.” I gulp. “Why?”

      “It’s sexy. Now get ready, Anna Maxwell.” He cups my face with his hand—the one not attached to a bum arm—stunning me into silence and stroking my cheek like it’s entirely normal to do such a thing with someone you met literally three seconds ago. “Don’t let go of my arm. And don’t call an ambulance.” He draws a long, noisy breath in preparation. “I’ll walk this off once we’re done.”

      “What? Wait!”

      He spins, his roar matching my scream, and the deafening POP of his arm slipping back into its socket echoing amongst the trees. Then he drops to his knees, his face turning a nasty shade of green. “Fuck.” He presses one hand to the snow and heaves. “Gonna take a nap for a sec. Back soon.”

      “No, wait⁠—”

      Splat!

      He face-plants onto the road with a pained grunt.
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      “Shit! Damn. Ouch!” I bang my elbow against my car door and struggle under Dean’s at least two hundred pounds. He’s the muscular kind of heavy. The has-an-at-home-gym kind. And for right now, he’s only about ten percent lucid, which leaves me carrying ninety percent of his heft. “Mr. Warner? Dean?” I drag his feet out of my car, place his boots on my snow-covered driveway, and straddle his thick thighs. He lies across my backseat, his body twisted to make my two-door access workable. He’s soaked to the bone after his nap in the snow, and bruises continue to sprout with each minute we place between our collision and now.

      God. I’m totally going to prison!

      I dig my arms under his broad body and drag him closer. “You don’t get to declare no hospital, then force me to carry you the whole time. I need your help!”

      He wraps his arms around my shoulders and yanks me down.

      I land against his chest with a grunt, push up until my back strains under his load, and ignore the incessant vibration of my phone in the front seat. “Dean!” I smack his ribs—bad Anna!—and try again. “I need you to work with me, dude. I can’t carry you on my own, and if we stay in my yard much longer, the cops are gonna come by. I’m serious⁠—”

      He drives me back with a hand on my shoulder, wiggles out from his awkward S-shaped position in the back, and surges to his feet. Spinning with a groan and pressing his good arm to the roof of my car, he sways dangerously to the left.

      “O-okay.” I step in his way and provide a bookend for him to lean against. “Good. We’re out.” I glance along the street and spy Mel’s front door just three houses down. The porch light is still on, and Nick’s old-as-Eve truck sits on the road. Then I peek the other way.

      The local cops patrol our street every damn night, cruising through the dark like clockwork, and Jesus-take-the-wheel, I just know it’s about that time of the evening. If they catch us out here, they’re gonna ask who Dean is. After that, they’ll ask why he looks like he’s been hit by a car.

      Because he was!

      “You’re doing great. Come on.” I grab his hips and carefully pull him away from the car. Sliding under his good arm, I take his weight and risk a hernia. Maybe deviated discs in my back. “Let’s get you inside. Maybe take an ibuprofen or something.”

      Yeah. That’ll fix it.

      “Why were you walking in the street, anyway?”

      He licks his lips, dazed and green-skinned as we stumble through my front yard and onto my porch steps. I grab onto the railing, desperately clinging to the rickety wood, and bring us up together.

      “The snow destroys visibility, Mr. Warner. It’s dark out. It’s Friday night, so folks are tired and hardly paying attention.” I carry the dude to the very top step and release the railing for one perilous second to tuck my hair out of my eyes. In that time, Dean’s frame tilts, and his knees turn weak. “Shit!” I grab the rail and cling on for dear life. “This was a bad idea. Terrible idea!” I limp onto the porch and drag him across the wooden surface. Arriving at my door, I push his broad back against the wall, pinning him there with my shoulder pressed to his chest.

      It’s not a great system. But it’s a system.

      “If you can’t even stand on your own, then we really should head to the hospital.” I jam my thumb against the keypad on my hundred-and-ninety-nine-dollar fancy-pants doorknob, unlocking it with a beep and flashing green lights, then I slide under Dean’s weight again and trudge through the door. “You’re not cognitively capable of making sound decisions right now, Mr. Warner, which means your request not to call an ambulance becomes moot. Therefore, bringing you to my house is akin to kidnapping.”

      “Jesus,” he drawls, the word turning to a slurring lisp. “What are you? A lawyer?”

      “Yes, actually.” I slap my living room lights on and kick my door closed. The locks re-engage with a satisfying buzz. “I am a lawyer, and the law says bringing you here is a freakin’ crime!”

      I huff under his weight, walking us three-legged-style toward my couch. I bang my shin on the coffee table, hissing as pain radiates up through my leg, then I swear something pops in my back as I tilt forward and not-so-carefully slide out from beneath his arm.

      He falls onto the sofa with a grunt, his chin hitting his chest and his bad shoulder slouching forward. He remains sitting up for all of three seconds, then he tips to the side and grunts.

      “This is a really, really bad plan, Mr. Warner. Traffic incidents like ours must be reported to the police. By failing to do so⁠—”

      “I’m the victim in this instance.” He closes his eyes and releases a long, pained groan. “Hitting others and not reporting it is bad, but since I’m the one who was hit, I get to decide if we call the cops.”

      “Mister W⁠—”

      “Just call me Dean.” He blindly snags a cushion and smushes it under his cheek. “Mr. Warner was my father, and he beat my mom way too often for me to like that name.”

      “He—” Stunned, I snap my lips closed and study the fresh new bruises coloring his jaw. His nose. His eye socket on the left side. Oh God. Is that where his face hit my car? His torso remains wrapped in his thick jacket, but his left shoulder hurts more than anything else. His left leg. His left foot. “Y-you don’t want to go to the hospital because your dad hurt your mom?”

      He scoffs. “I don’t wanna go, cos my arm isn’t broken. It’ll be better by morning.”

      “You could have internal injuries!”

      “Internal injuries go away on their own, too.” His lips quirk up on one side. Puffy and swollen, and irritatingly cute, especially while he dozes in that in-between place, not yet asleep and not quite awake. “My dad beat me as often as he beat my mom, which means I know firsthand bruised kidneys heal themselves so long as I rest and drink plenty of water.” His eyes flicker open and stop on mine, electric and determined. “I don’t wanna go to the hospital. We’re not making a police report. And you don’t have permission to discuss my medical business with anyone besides me.”

      “But—”

      Grunting, he pats his hip and searches his pockets with his good hand, sleepy and uncoordinated until, with an exhale of victory, he finds his phone and wallet.

      “What are you…” I gulp as he slaps the leather against my palm. “Dean⁠—”

      “Open that for me?”

      “Uh…” I open the wallet with shaking hands. “What do you want me to⁠—”

      “Any money in there?” He drops his hand again, too tired to do much for himself. “I got a fiver, right?”

      “Er…” I peel the pockets open and find a bunch of bills. Ones. Fives. Twenties. A fifty. “You’ve got a few to choose from. What do you need?”

      “Take out a five for me?”

      “S-sure.” I select a five-dollar bill and fold the wallet again. “What do you want me to⁠—”

      He grabs my hand, wrapping his palm around my fingers and closing my fist around the money. Then he grins and releases a noisy, trembling sigh. “You’re my lawyer now. We just exchanged cash, which means I get attorney-client privilege.”

      “No! That’s not how⁠—”

      “No hospital.” He shuts his eyes and drifts toward unconsciousness. “No police. No reports.”

      And then he’s gone, comatose and snoring while his five dollars burn a hole in my palm.

      “Shit!”
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      She smells good.

      She looks fantastic.

      And fuck it, her hands feel a million times better than anything else I could’ve gotten up to tonight. So, while Anna Maxwell races around her house, the clang and clatter of pots and pans following her march through the kitchen, I simply lie here and pretend it doesn’t feel good to watch her.

      Christmas angel indeed.

      My lips twitch into a ghost of a smile as she sprints back to the living room, switching on the television and lighting a crackling fire in the hearth, and all the while, the calming tone of some dude on the internet emerges from her iPad.

      It’s not a phone call. It’s a You Tube how to on strapping a busted shoulder.

      Internal rotation. Immobilization. Wrap, wrap, wrap.

      The temperature climbs to a comfortable seventy-ish degrees, warm enough that sweat begins to bead beneath my heavy winter jacket. As Anna sheds her own outer layers, she sets her iPad aside and makes her way over to me. With deliberate care, she leans in and drags my zipper down, huffing and grumbling as she rolls me one way and wrestles the sleeve off, then as she grits her teeth and rolls me the other way to do the same on my injured side.

      Stripping me down to just a shirt, she tosses the jacket and takes off again, darting out the front door and leaving it wide open for the icy chill to steal our warmth. She’s gone only a moment, quick as a flash, then returns with a heavy filing box in her arms, kicking the door shut behind her and setting the box near the coffee table.

      I watch her through mostly closed eyes, cataloguing her long brown hair tied in two sexy braids, the ends almost in line with her elbows, and her bottom lip, thick from how often she abuses it with her teeth. She snatches up her iPad again and storms into the kitchen, while, across from me, some chick natters on the news about the jewelry heist in town.

      “Secure his shoulder,” Anna murmurs, reemerging with a stack of bandages bundled against her chest. Absorbed in the video, she shifts her shoulder, as though working through each step before she starts on me. “Pull it in. Place his hand on his hip.”

      For the love of Christ, please don’t move my arm like that.

      “Could put his hand on his back.”

      “Just get me ibuprofen.”

      She jumps in surprise, letting out a squeaky yelp as her bandages fly upward and her chocolate-brown eyes land nervously on mine. Her cheeks flush with embarrassment, the rosy hue spreading up to her temples and blending into her hair.

      Fuck, she’s pretty.

      “Ibuprofen for inflammation.” I turn onto my back and breathe through the pain. I’m accustomed to a janky shoulder. I’m not accustomed to aching hips, a twisted spine, and a weird, stabbing pain in my neck. “Then get me a heating pad or something. The rest will sort itself out while I sleep.”

      “I’m so out of my depth here.” She snatches up the bandages and comes around to sit her size 0 ass on the coffee table. Setting her things by her thigh, she leans forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “There’s an actual chance you might have serious internal injuries, Dean. If we don’t get them looked at, you might bleed to death and we wouldn’t even know till it’s too late.”

      “I’m not bleeding.”

      Her eyes furiously flare wide, her stabbing stare flickering across my face.

      “Okay, so I’m bleeding a little,” I amend. “But I’m not dying. You need to calm the fuck down and get me ibuprofen. It’s weird I’ve had to ask twice.”

      Frustrated, she shoots up off the table and steamrolls out of the room, slamming doors and flipping taps. She fills a glass with water and snags a bottle of pain killers. Storming back into the living room, she presents both—and a metric ton of pissy mood. “You’re wrong for this, Dean Warner. You’re risking your life, and for what?” She thrusts the water toward my face, then shakes two pills from the bottle and offers them from her open palm. “Because you don’t have insurance? Is that it?”
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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