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      With grinding gears and the squeal of tires, Karly screamed her 1979 Trans Am into the parking lot of the English Studies building at Laurel College. She leaped out of the car, backpack in hand, and sprinted toward the lecture hall. A fellow student watched her bound like a steeple-chaser over the landscape bed and run full out across the lawn.

      "You can't park there," he shouted.

      She streaked past, waving him off, aware of the penalty for parking in a faculty space. Behind her, the Trans Am rattled and shuddered before it died with a dramatic bang. Pigeons rocketed into the brilliant blue January sky, scattering feathers and dead leaves in their wake.

      Late twice in one week. This is so not good. Professor Marks is going to kill me. Professor Marks was the toughest teacher on campus with a strict code of conduct for his classes. With two part-time jobs, she barely got any sleep. He wouldn’t be interested in her excuses, or the fact that she’d worked a double shift the day before.

      Two hallways and one set of doors stood between her and her destination. The ancient walls reverberated with her rapid footsteps. The scent of polished wood and austerity hung heavy in the air. She rallied her flagging energy, jogged the last ten yards, and threw open the lecture hall door. She paused at the threshold, blowing and puffing like a winded horse, and scanned the room. Silence. Twenty-five pairs of eyes swiveled and fixed on her. One open seat. Bottom row.

      Shit.

      "Late again, Ms. Eriksson?" Professor Marks's nasal voice dripped with sarcasm. The gray goatee on his chin waggled when he spoke. He peered over the top of his reading glasses. “Nice of you to join us. Are you in or are you out?”

      Double shit.

      “Please, by all means, take your time. We’ll wait while you decide.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the table.

      Whispers rippled through the auditorium. Accustomed to the hushed voices, blatant stares, and condescending comments of her peers, she lifted her chin a notch. By the expressions on the faces of her classmates, she might as well have a big scarlet A emblazoned on her breast.

      "I'm in. Thank you." She swallowed hard and squared her shoulders. With her brightest smile, she let the door swing shut behind her. Tuition cost big money. It would be a cold day in hell before she let a bunch of judgmental hypocrites deprive her of an education.

      "Then perhaps you'd like to take a seat?" The professor nodded to the empty seat in the front row. “I saved a place for you in case you decided to grace us with your presence today.” His attention snagged on a gum-chewing student across the room. He veered like a hound scenting blood to chastise the unfortunate young man.

      With an inward sigh and an outward smile, she hefted the backpack to her shoulder and trotted down the steps to the first row. One person sat in the aisle seat, blocking her path to the proffered seat beside him, his long muscular legs and heavy boots extended into the aisle. At her arrival, he stood, towering over her. Intent upon her destination, she kept her head down and squeezed past, her bottom brushing against his hips. The heavy backpack shifted on her shoulder and caught him squarely in the chest. He grunted and pushed it aside. She turned to apologize and found her nose level with an imposing set of pecs beneath a tight brown Henley shirt.

      Oh, my. This was not your typical college boy. This was a man full-grown and then some.

      With large, long-fingered hands, he pushed his shirtsleeves up sinewy forearms. Her eyes followed the lines of a tribal tattoo from his left wrist to where they disappeared beneath his sleeve. Bulging biceps stretched against the fabric. The tattoo emerged on the north side of wide shoulders, escaping his shirt collar and curling around the back of his neck. She’d seen that tattoo before—up close and personal.

      Randy Mackenzie, bouncer at the notorious Felony Bar and all-around bad boy, blocked the aisle to the only free seat in the house. Unwilling to believe her bad luck, she bit her bottom lip and lifted her eyes to a stubborn jaw and lean cheeks covered with stubble. The sensitive mouth above his dimpled chin, a mouth capable of taking a girl to ecstasy with its talented lips and tongue, ghosted a smile.

      Their gazes connected. Curiosity flickered in his eyes. Flashes of their one night together blazed through her memory. Tangled legs. Fingers clutched in bed sheets. The brush of male chest hair over her breasts. Calloused hands ripping off her panties. All culminating in the empty mattress beside her the next morning.

      Heat flooded her cheeks at the recollection of the way he slipped out while she was asleep. How embarrassing. But it had been months ago. Maybe he didn’t remember. A second more horrific thought rushed in. Oh God, what if he really didn’t remember? Wouldn’t that be worse in a way? To be totally forgotten?

      The corners of Randy’s mouth curled into a knowing smirk.  I’ve seen you naked, his smile said. Her belly dipped in reply.

      Oh, yes. He definitely remembered.

      Professor Marks’s annoyed throat clearing released her from paranoia and nostalgia and hurtled her into the present. How long had she been standing there gaping like an idiot? Seconds? Minutes? It felt like hours. The backpack turned into a two-ton weight. The strap bit into her shoulder.

      Just sit down, you idiot, and act cool. It’s not that big of a deal. She sank into the hard theater seat with a whoosh of exhaled breath and let her hair swing forward to shelter her expression from the hunk of sin sitting next to her.

      "Is it me, or is this awkward?" Randy’s voice rasped into her ear. The deep and throaty voice, rich with bass and roughened by life experience, reverberated in her ear while she struggled to remove her coat. He tugged on the sleeve and slid it from her shoulders.

      “Little bit,” she replied.

      “Is that why you never called me?” The heat of his body warmed her shoulder. “I waited by the phone for weeks.”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Right. You practically left a vapor trail on your way out.”

      “There were extenuating circumstances,” he said. “I left a note on the coffee table. Didn’t you see it?”

      “No.” Uncertain, she flicked her gaze to his, assessing his sincerity and trying to remember the events of the morning. A lot had happened in the last six months. Most of the finer details of their night together had blurred or disappeared entirely, blocked by too many cocktails and the humiliation of being fucked and forgotten.

      The chair creaked under his weight. He leaned into her ear again, his nose brushing her hair. “But you could have. Called me, that is.”

      “Phone works both ways,” she replied.

      “You never gave me your number.”

      “You see my best friend every day. All you had to do was ask her.”

      “Maybe I did. Ever think of that?”

      No, in fact, she hadn’t, and made a mental note to ask Ally at the next opportunity. She bit her lower lip and studied his face, unsure exactly what to make of this guy. He returned the scrutiny with unusual gray eyes, dark and brimming with secrets. Engrossed by the gravity of his stare, she didn’t notice Professor Marks. He’d been pacing the stage during his lecture on gothic horror in the Victorian era, and stopped in front of her, his lined face purple with indignation.

      "Ms. Eriksson. Mr. Mackenzie. Is there something you would like to share with us?"

      “Not really,” she replied. “But thank you for asking.”

      Snorts of amusement twittered through the room. The hard wooden back of the theater seat bit into her spine as she shifted to meet his stare.

      "Please. I insist. Enlighten us with whatever is so very entertaining.” Karly shook her head. “No? And how about you, Mr. Mackenzie? Care to share?”

      “We were discussing the underlying themes of homoeroticism found throughout Bram Stoker’s Dracula,” he said without missing a beat.

      “Were you now?” Professor Marks lifted a wooly eyebrow in surprise. “I see you’ve done your homework, Mr. Mackenzie.” He shifted his gaze back to the students at large. “Would anyone else care to chime in on this topic?”

      "Nice save,” Karly whispered. Randy shrugged. One corner of his mouth quirked. "It's not funny," she chided and bit her lip to hold back her own smile. "He doesn’t like me. I don’t need to give him any more reason."

      “Have you been a bad girl, Ms. Eriksson?” The dark eyes glittered with mischief.

      “I have been a paragon of virtue, Mr. Mackenzie.” Their eyes met, and they shared a smile. Despite the sour ending of their previous encounter, she felt the pull of attraction, an instant reminder of why they hooked up in the first place. The warm feeling turned ice cold when his gaze flicked down to her chest, and his face flushed. He frowned and looked away before pointing a finger at his own massive chest.

      "Uh, I think you’re having a wardrobe malfunction." He lowered his eyes to his desktop. She glanced down. The front of her blouse gaped open, the center button set free from its closure during the struggle with her coat, baring her breasts and the neon green bikini top serving double duty as a bra. She groaned and buttoned up the blouse.

      “Going swimming later?” Randy kept his eyes averted. “It’s a little cold out, don’t you think?”

      "Laundry day," she replied.

      They both chuckled.

      Professor Marks scowled and slammed his hand on the podium. "Ms. Eriksson. Mr. Mackenzie. I will not ask you again. If you cannot be quiet, please leave my lecture."

      “Sorry,” they both replied in unison and lowered their gazes to their desktops.

      Randy twisted in the seat, looking for a more comfortable position, the snug fabric of his brown shirt bunching and stretching over his chest and abs. The lazy tension in his movements, like a spring coiled for release, flustered her composure and ruined any chance of concentrating on the lecture. From beneath her lashes, she stole an admiring glance. Did memory fail her, or was he better looking now? Dark auburn hair in need of a trim curled softly over the collar of his shirt. Her fingers twitched with the urge to touch the glossy locks. As if sensing her scrutiny, he cast a self-conscious sideways glance in her direction.

      The ding of her cell phone signaled an incoming text message and jerked her attention away from Mr. Tall-and-Tasty. She fumbled in her backpack to silence the ringer and saw the text from her little sister, Emma. With a flick of her thumb, she opened the message to find a picture of an adorable young girl with round blue eyes and reddish pigtails holding a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

      Emma:  Its PBJ time. Miss u. Hugs.

      Karly:  Miss u more.

      A huge grin spread over Karly’s face. Incredible warmth filled all the empty spaces inside her. Eating peanut butter and jelly sandwiches had been Emma’s favorite meal as a toddler. Her smile saddened. She missed her. With a sigh, she shoved her phone into the backpack and turned her attention to the lecture for the next hour.
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      In her haste to leave after class, Karly ignored Randy lounging against the wall in the corridor. Although his unexpected appearance piqued her curiosity, it also dredged up an attraction better left forgotten. At his shout, she glanced up in time to see the glint of auburn and coppery-black strands in his messy curls. Only Randy could pull off a leather jacket, heavy boots, and faded jeans in a university known for conservative neckties and pinstriped shirts. A silver wallet chain dangled from pocket to belt in the light streaming through the windows. He was the picture of outlaw, bad-boy deliciousness.

      Amber Patrick, bane of Karly’s existence, stood in front of him, twirling her hair and smiling, perfect as always. Tall, leggy, and empty-headed, Amber made beauty look easy. Her expensive designer clothes and matching accessories probably cost more than Karly’s car. If that was the kind of girl he liked, she didn’t have a chance. She shook her head. Why did she even care? Whatever she’d shared with him on their one night together ceased to exist when he vaporized the next morning.

      The weight of his gaze hastened her steps, unnerving her. Determined to breeze past, she tucked her chin into the collar of her coat. Randy’s long legs ate up the distance between them. He pulled a baseball cap from his back pocket and tugged it low over his forehead. Very sexy.

      "I don't mean to be rude, but I'm late for work,” she said with an apologetic glance and more than a little curiosity at his sudden interest in her.

      "No problem. I'll walk you out. I'm leaving, too." To her dismay, he shortened his stride to match hers. "Here, give me those." Before she could protest, he slid the backpack off her shoulder and onto his. “What the hell is in this? Rocks?”

      “Books.”

      “Ever heard of an e-reader?"

      “I like print books,” she said stubbornly. “I like the smell of the paper and the feel of the pages.”

      “Me too,” he said with a grin. “But I don’t carry all of mine with me.” One dark eyebrow quirked, daring her not to smile. She lost the bet.

      A few steps later, their smiles faded and uncomfortable silence stretched between them. He opened the exit door and moved aside to let her pass. An icy winter wind blasted through the opening, whirling bits of leaves and grass over the threshold. She tugged her coat tighter around her waist. The wind blew Randy’s hair into his fantastic gray eyes.

      What exactly did a girl say to a one-night stand six months after the fact? Gee, the sex was incredible…so glad we hooked up the one time…you were the best orgasm I ever had.

      She settled on something safer and less incriminating. “What are you doing in my class anyway? I didn’t see you in there before.”

      “Last-minute schedule change.” He shrugged and studied her, eyes narrowed, measuring her up. “You know, I did want to call you, but…” The large hands shoved into the pockets of his leather jacket.

      “It’s no big deal. Really. We both agreed it was a one-time thing.” Despite her nonchalant words, a tiny part of her wished it could be otherwise. Maybe he really had left a note for her, and somehow she’d managed to overlook it in the depths of clutter at her apartment. Or, maybe he was like every other man in her life, a temporary blip on her sexual radar.

      “Yeah, I know what we said, but…” His inability to finish a sentence piqued her curiosity. But? But what? He cleared his throat and started over. “So how’s your sister? Emma, right?”

      “You know Emma?” At the mention of nine-year-old Emma, tears stung Karly’s eyes.

      “Yeah, well, Mitch might’ve mentioned her in passing.” He flushed and cleared his throat. She cringed at the mention of her brother’s name. Mitch, self-absorbed asshole that he was, would never mention Emma. He seemed to have forgotten her existence.

      “She’s fine.” In an effort to avoid more questions, she quickened her pace. Thank goodness, her car loomed into sight. “This is me.” He slid the backpack off his shoulder and held it while she rummaged the depths for her car keys.

      "This is your car? Sweet ride." He cast an appreciative glance over the blue flaming bird on the hood of the Trans Am. "My uncle used to have one of these. Not too many around anymore."

      "Yeah? Well, it gets me where I’m going." She jingled the keys in her hand. "See you around."

      “Yeah, see you,” he said, with a casual nod. He turned and sauntered to his truck a few spaces away.

      She slid behind the steering wheel of her car and tried not to follow him with her eyes. The cold from the blue vinyl seat seeped through her coat. She put the key in the ignition. After several attempts, the engine sputtered and roared into life. Relief mingled with disappointment as she pulled out of the parking space and headed to work. Over the past months, she’d managed to minimize her attraction to Randy and deny their chemistry. After sitting in close proximity to his taut body, reality struck with vicious intent. Their encounter in the lecture hall should have brought closure to his abrupt departure following their night of passion, but it didn’t. Instead, it left her unsettled, and edgy, and wanting more.
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      The blistering wind whistled over the cab of Randy’s truck, bending the branches of the aged oaks surrounding campus. He watched Karly’s departure then sat in his truck, bewildered by the bevy of conflicting emotions churning through him. She’d been in the back of his mind since their encounter, a constant reminder of opportunity found and lost in the space of one night. Just when he’d thought he’d forgotten her, someone would drop her name in passing, his heart would stutter, and he’d be right back where he started. The soft skin of her breasts and the silky slide of her hair through his fingers haunted him. He’d damn near begged their mutual friend Ally for Karly’s number, feigning nonchalance when the mere thought of talking to her again made his palms sweat.

      A dozen times, he’d started to call her but hung up before it completed. Uncertain of what to say without coming across like a creepy fool, he entered her digits into the contact list on his cell and tried to forget about them. Scratch that. He tried to forget about her because he knew it could never work between them. It was nothing more than a crush, a passing obsession brought about a night of hot sex and the attentions of an attractive, intelligent female. Hoping to find distraction from her, he’d dated a few girls here and there, most of them unmemorable, all of them pale and boring compared to Karly’s vibrancy. Complications with his ex-girlfriend and their son soon took precedence over his crush and made it easy to slide into a state of denial about how Karly made him feel.

      Feel. Such an ugly word. He scrubbed a hand over his face before dropping the truck into gear. In the wake of a failed relationship, he didn’t want to feel anything toward any female ever again. Pain like that could lead a man to acts of desperation, a fact he knew all too well from watching his buddy, Jack, flounder during a breakup with Ally. Desperate to clear his head, he tuned the radio to a rock station, lit up a cigarette, and forced his thoughts away from the past before they could do any more damage to his already wounded heart.
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      Randy rang the doorbell at 2311 Ricardo Lane. He counted the seconds underneath his breath and turned to survey the tree-lined street with its cookie-cutter houses. When no one came to the door by the count of twenty, he rapped his knuckles on the heavy oak with enough force to make the side glass vibrate. This time the door opened. The delicious scent of sugar cookies wafted into the cold. Pilar stood there, tall and slender, caramel skin glowing in the foyer light, much the same as she’d been in their youth but with a few fine lines of maturity around her eyes. An air of exhaustion bowed her shoulders.

      “You’re late,” she said.

      Here we go.

      “I tried to call. I had class this morning, and there was a wreck on the interstate. Didn’t you get my voicemail?” Mutual animosity thickened the air between them.

      “Phone’s on the charger. Battery’s dead,” she said. The unconcerned shrug of her shoulders made it clear she never checked.

      “I left a message on your home phone, too. I suppose your land line is out?” The disdain in her eyes caused him to swallow back the rest of his words. Choose your battles, Mackenzie. “Is Caleb ready?”

      Pilar folded her arms across her chest and leaned against the door frame. “He’s not here. I sent him to the Children’s Museum with the neighbors.”

      He drew in a deep breath, shut his eyes, and pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. Frustration swelled inside him until his ribs creaked from the strain. Finally, he opened his eyes and narrowed his gaze on his ex-girlfriend. “Why would you do that? I’m not even fifteen minutes late.” Two deep breaths cleared some of the tension from his forehead. “I’m trying here, Pilar. Give me a break.”

      They stared at each other, a hundred conversations playing out in the silence between them.

      You’re a shitty boyfriend, her eyes said. Serves you right.

      You cheated on me, he glared back.

      “Is there a problem?” Mitch crowded the door behind Pilar, looking casual in a gray T-shirt with the words Maddox County Sheriff’s Department written across the chest. The scowl on his face echoed Karly’s expression with such startling similarity that Randy took an abrupt step backward. How had he forgotten they were brother and sister? Strawberry blond hair and pale eyes, more blue than gray, glared at Randy with unveiled antipathy. To press the issue, Mitch rested a hand on Pilar’s back, claiming her and setting Randy’s blood on fire. “Is he drunk?”

      “Jesus! I am not drunk. When have I ever showed up drunk?” What a dick. Anger simmered within him. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled. Losing his temper would only keep him further from his goal of seeing Caleb. “So what time will he be back?”

      “I don’t know. Late. You might as well leave.” Pilar shifted, leaning back into Mitch for support, a subtle movement meant to show their unity against him.

      “Pilar, be reasonable.” Randy willed his voice to be soft and cajoling. “We have a visitation agreement.”

      “When you get a decent job and a decent place to live, we can talk about it,” Mitch interjected. “You live above a bar, for Christ’s sake. What kind of environment is that for raising a kid? I don’t want my boy exposed to your kind of lifestyle.”

      My boy? Randy’s temper snapped. “First, he’s not your boy. He’s my boy. Mine and Pilar’s. As far as I remember, you were nowhere around when he was conceived. And second? It’s not your place to judge my lifestyle.”

      “It is my place when the boy lives under my roof.” Mitch nudged Pilar to the side and filled the doorway, leaning out onto the porch. He wasn’t tall or muscular, but he was in good shape and wore a cocky air of intimidation like a shield. “I’m the one who puts him to bed at night. I’m the one he runs to when he’s hurt. I’m the one he calls daddy. Not you. He doesn’t even know you.”

      All of the air whooshed from Randy’s lungs as if he’d been gut-punched. Daddy. Pilar sucked in a horrified breath and wrapped slender fingers around Mitch’s bicep, pulling him into the house, knowing he’d gone too far. Randy’s hands clenched into fists at his sides as he debated the penalties for punching a dickhead cop. Totally fucking worth it.

      “Mitch. Please?” Pilar shook her head in mute warning, recognizing the fire in Randy’s eyes.

      Mitch turned to go back into the house but not before pointing a finger in Randy’s face. “I don’t like you. And I especially don’t like your friends.”

      “That’s hysterical coming from you. You were my friend until you fucked my girlfriend,” Randy said.

      “Only because you weren’t man enough to keep her satisfied,” Mitch spat back.

      “I’m standing right here, guys,” Pilar said with an exasperated shake of her head. “Enough already. Give us a minute, will you, Mitch?” She stepped between the two men, pushed Mitch into the foyer, and shut the door behind her to face Randy alone.

      “This is not fair,” Randy said. “Not fair, and you know it. I’m a good father. And my friends are decent people. Hell, they were good enough for you over the last three years.”

      “Felony’s no place for a kid. The shit that goes on there…” Pilar’s pretty mouth twisted into an ugly frown.

      “You act like I’m some kind of monster, when I’m not. You want to point fingers? What about him?” Unable to contain his growing frustration, he jerked his head in the direction of the house. “You live with the dirtiest cop in the city.” The volume of his voice soared along with his temper. She flinched as if he’d struck her. “If anyone’s unfit to be a father, it’s him. Did you ever wonder where he gets the money to afford this house? The cars you drive? Cops don’t make that much money, Pilar. Think about it.”

      Unable to look him in the eye, she stared past his shoulder and crossed her arms over her chest. The stubborn set of her jaw made it obvious he’d struck a nerve, but she’d never admit it. She was too damned pigheaded.

      “At least he cares about me,” she replied. The reproach in her sideways glance cut him with calculated precision. “At least he spends time with me and listens to me.” She took a breath to continue, but he cut her off with a wave of his hand. He wasn’t a patient man by nature, and he’d had enough.

      “You don’t have to remind me of all my shortcomings. You’ve told me enough times that I’m pretty clear about it. I know this isn’t about Felony or my friends. This is about you and me. You’re still pissed at me.” Randy shoved his hands into his pockets and tried not to glare, forcing his voice to soften. “And I get it, Pilar. I really do. I hurt you. We hurt each other.” The downward cast of her eyes and guilty expression gave him no satisfaction. “I can’t undo what’s already done. We’ve got to get past this. You’re punishing Caleb for my sins.”

      “He is so like you,” she whispered, eyes still trained on the steps, sparkling with unshed tears. “How can I forget you when you’re in everything he does, every expression on his face? He even laughs like you.”

      A rush of sympathy coursed through him at the defeated slump of her shoulders. They hadn’t always been at odds. Once, a long time ago, they’d been best friends as well as lovers. True, she’d cheated on him, but he took responsibility for her defection. She wanted what he could never give her—his heart. In the heat of their battles, it was easy to lose sight of those small but relevant tidbits.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. At the touch of his fingers to her arm, tears spilled onto her cheeks. “If anything is wrong, you can tell me. You know that, right? If he isn’t treating you right…”

      She shrugged away his hand, her tone bristling. “It’s nothing. I’m fine. He’s not a bad guy if you’d give him a chance. And he’s a wonderful dad to Caleb…”

      “There you go again.” Randy threw his hands into the air in exasperation. “I’m Caleb’s dad. Not Mitch.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply you weren’t his father.”

      “It sure sounds like it to me.” The matchstick of her insult ignited his combustible temper once more. She looked away. He stood his ground. “No matter what you do, you can’t change that fact, Pilar. And I won’t let you keep him from me.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you about this.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Look. You might as well know. I want full custody of Caleb. I’ve got an attorney. You’ll be getting the papers.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Randy staggered back. Caleb was more precious to him than his own life. How could she rip his guts out then stand there, calm and unaffected, as if announcing cocktails before dinner? He searched her face and swallowed hard at what he saw on her fine features. Pity…remorse…regret…but mostly self-righteous determination. His mind groped for words, dumbstruck.

      “Randy, it would be the best thing for everyone.” She touched his arm, and the sadness in her smile wrung his tortured heart. “If you think about, you’ll realize I’m right.”

      He pulled back, reeling from her verbal assault. “You mean it’s best for you. It’s always about what you want.” With a heavy sigh, he tugged his baseball cap lower on his forehead until the brim shielded his eyes from her. “I won’t let him go without a fight.”
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      With two bags of laundry in her arms, Karly cursed the "Out of Service" sign taped to the elevator doors in the apartment lobby. The freaking thing had it in for her. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn't. Of course, it chose to act up when she had an armload of clothes, and her feet ached after working the bar until close at The Thirsty Scotsman. An exasperated groan slipped from her lips. She wrestled a better grip on the laundry bags and steeled herself to climb the dizzying flights of steps to her apartment.

      A one-bedroom on the city's lower east side was the best she could afford on her minimal income. After six months, she no longer noticed the trash on the stairs, the graffiti scrawled over the walls, or the putrid stench of apartment 3B, where the shut-in lived. Someday she would live in a real house. Someday she would be able to sleep at night without hearing the shouts of drunken neighbors, occasional gunshots, or the constant slam of the door from the crack dealer’s apartment above hers. Someday...

      As she rummaged through her purse for the elusive door key, her cell phone rang. A glance at the screen showed the caller to be Ally.

      "You have uncanny timing," Karly said. She hugged the phone between her chin and shoulder, balancing the laundry on her knee while struggling to put the key into the lock. "Do you have some kind of radar or something?"

      "What's wrong?" Ally's voice instantly held a note of concern.

      "Well, it might be easier to go over what's right." She gave a small kick to the bottom of the door. It popped open with a squeal of rusty hinges.

      "I'm listening," Ally said.

      Despair filled her chest. She choked it back, unwilling to fall apart, grateful for a kind ear to listen. Ally would understand. They’d been college roommates, and since that time, Ally always had her back, though they didn’t see each other much anymore. Ally graduated and moved in with her boyfriend, Jack. Their hands were full managing Jack’s bars, Felony and Jameson’s Pub. Karly spent all her time working and going to class. It didn’t leave much time for socializing, but they still managed to keep in contact.

      "I'm tired of working my ass off and never getting ahead." Karly let the laundry bags thud to the floor with a thud, toed off her shoes, and fell into the tattered armchair across from the tiny TV.

      "You worked another double, didn't you?" Ally's disapproval traveled through the phone line. Karly bit her lip and said nothing. "I don't know why you stay at the Scotsman. The pay is bad, the hours are shit, and you're always tired. And don’t get me started on the motel. You deserve better than cleaning toilets."

      "Yeah, well…" Karly's voice trailed off. It was a good thing she was too tired to be emotional. She didn't want Ally to know how bad things really were. Ally had enough problems of her own. She hastened to change the subject. “I ran into Randy. He’s in one of my classes. We sat together.”

      “Really? Give me details. I bet that was awkward, huh?” Ally’s tone brightened with interest.

      “Very. He asked me why I never called him. He said he asked you for my number.” She bit her lower lip before continuing. “Is that true?”

      “What?” Ally paused as if thinking. Karly heard the rustling of papers in the background and had a mental image of Ally behind the dented metal desk in Felony’s office. “Your number? Maybe. Yeah. He did. I totally forgot. I’m so sorry.”

      Karly’s heart skipped a beat. “When was that?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t remember. I think it was right before Jack and I went through that rough patch. Things were kind of blurry around then, and I guess I forgot. I really am sorry.”

      Suddenly, the game changed. He’d asked for her number. Her heart skipped a beat, recovered, and stuttered once more, a painful reminder of her attraction to him. Hope warred with denial. Could he truly be interested in her? The second after her heart soared, it plummeted back to earth, slapped with a healthy dose of reality. Even if he was interested, day-to-day survival left little time for distractions like romance. She propped her aching feet on the ottoman and closed her eyes, exhausted and overwhelmed.

      "Do you want me to say something to him?" The note of hopefulness in Ally’s voice brought a smile to Karly’s lips. “We could double date. That would be fun, right?”

      “Stop right there. I’m done with men.” Karly waved a hand in the air to dispel the notion.

      “Randy’s a cool guy. It wouldn’t hurt to hang out, would it?” The sound of muffled voices in the background caused Ally to groan. "Look, I've got to go. Jack's yelling for me. But we’re not done with this conversation. Think about it."

      "Okay." She heard the quiet anxiety in Ally's words. "Is everything alright? How's Jack doing?" The unexpected arrival of Jack’s pregnant ex-wife had thrown a wrench into Ally and Jack’s relationship.

      "Jack's a nervous wreck, and Chelsea's a total bitch. Not that I blame either one of them. Since their divorce, the gloves have been off between them. Now, the poor girl's enormous, and the baby’s due any minute. I've spent the last four hours trying to keep them from killing each other. I can't wait for this to be over." Ally covered the phone with her hand, and Karly heard the muffled exchange of voices. “Shit. Chelsea’s here, too. I’ve got to go. Catch you later, okay?”
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      Sunlight slanted through the giant front window of Gordon’s Soda Shop, illuminating the black-and-white checkered floor tiles and the red vinyl barstools from a bygone era. The kind, gray-haired man behind the counter placed a steaming cup of real hot chocolate in front of Emma. The little girl’s eyes widened when he topped off the rich goodness with a dollop of whipped cream and tiny marshmallows. With a wink, he slid a pair of huge chocolate chip cookies, still warm from the oven, onto a plate and nudged it toward her. Emma clapped her hands in delight. The man seemed as bowled over by Emma’s reaction as Karly. She never tired of Emma’s appreciation for the smallest treats, a result of growing up poor that Karly understood all too well.

      “Those are on the house,” Mr. Gordon said. His broad grin revealed a gap between his front teeth. “I know the owner. He won’t mind.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Gordon.” Karly flashed a sincere smile.

      Once a week, she picked Emma up from school, and they spent the afternoon together. When the weather was nice, they went to the park. Bitter cold kept them inside today. The old-fashioned soda fountain was one of their favorite hangouts on days like this. She only had twenty dollars to last the rest of the week but spared enough change to buy Emma a treat. Cookies weren’t in the budget.

      “Thanks, Mr. Gordon,” Emma chimed in, whipped cream hovering over her upper lip. “That’s some good stuff.”

      Mr. Gordon winked again and disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Karly alone with Emma. They sat in silence for a few minutes while Emma sighed and moaned over the rich, thick beverage. A stray sunbeam reflected off the mirror behind the counter and caught the gold strands in Emma’s abundant red curls. Karly studied the girl’s face with rapt fascination, drinking in every detail of the freckled cheeks and pale blue eyes. She was growing up so fast. Remorse and regret squeezed Karly’s heart. Poor decisions and unlucky circumstances had brought them to this moment. She shook them off, determined to make the most of their limited time together.

      “You want one?” Emma raised a fair eyebrow and nodded toward the cookies. Crumbs sprayed the counter when she spoke.

      “No, thanks,” Karly replied, restraining a smile. She was just so darn cute. “And don’t talk with your mouth full. It’s gross.” Emma opened her mouth and stuck out her cookie-covered tongue, eliciting a grimace from Karly. “Seriously. Don’t.”

      Emma rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the hot chocolate.

      “So how was school today?” At Emma’s insistence, Karly broke off a piece of one of the cookies and nibbled on the edge while she waited for an answer.

      “Fine,” Emma said, avoiding her gaze.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing. Stuff,” Emma replied. She swiveled on her barstool to face Karly. “Can we go to the arcade across the street?”

      “Not today,” Karly said. Emma scowled. “Don’t change the subject. What happened at school today?”

      The pert nose scrunched in irritation, an expression Karly recognized as one of her own. Emma swung her legs through the air, kicking the bar with pink and purple tennis shoes, until Karly placed a hand on her shoulder and frowned. Emma sighed dramatically, her shoulders drooping.

      “Nothing happened. It was boring.” She returned to her hot chocolate, took a long drink, and smacked her lips in satisfaction. “Yummy-yum.”

      “I saw Mrs. Pettigrew in the parking lot at the school while I was waiting for you. She said you’ve been late to school every day this week.” Karly squeezed Emma’s shoulder with enough pressure to cause the girl to scowl. “Look at me, Emma. What’s going on?”

      Outside the store window, large snowflakes meandered through the air but couldn’t muster enough strength to coat the sidewalks. Emma stared out the window, brows furrowed, avoiding Karly’s gaze.

      “Mom sleeps all the time, and she always forgets to wake me up in the morning,” Emma said with an apathetic shrug. The maturity in the gesture stabbed Karly in the heart. “I set the alarm on the phone like you showed me, but sometimes I forget to plug it into the charger.”

      “She said you haven’t had any lunch all week either.” Despite the pink glow of Emma’s cheeks, the bones of her face showed through the milky skin. “What’s up with that?”

      “Mom said there wasn’t any money.”

      “What about Dad?” Karly swallowed hard, pushing back the anger erupting inside her.

      “Uh, haven’t seen him all week,” Emma said. She took another sip of hot chocolate and smacked her lips together. “Can I have some more of this?”

      “When’s the last time you ate, baby girl?” At the endearment, Emma stopped fidgeting and turned to face Karly. The embarrassment and hesitation in Emma’s eyes made Karly draw in a sharp breath. “It’s alright, Emma. You can tell me anything. You know that, right? I’m the one person in the world who will always, always be here for you.”

      Emma rocketed off the barstool and into Karly’s arms with a force that nearly knocked them both onto the floor. Karly wrapped her arms tight around the thin body and squeezed with all her might, wishing she could pull the child inside her where nothing could ever hurt her. She buried her nose in the red ringlets and savored the scent of Emma’s strawberry shampoo while Emma clung to her.

      “It’s okay, sweetie,” Karly crooned, determined to hide her panic at this outburst. “Please tell me.”

      “Dad never comes home anymore,” Emma said, her high-pitched voice muffled in Karly’s shoulder. “And Mom takes her medicine all the time. She said I’m a big girl now, and I’m not to bother her. That I can fix my own food if I’m hungry, but she never goes to the store. Sometimes the lady next door invites me to eat with her, though. She’s got a poodle named Tipsy.”

      Oh, God. Karly hugged Emma closer while guilt and anger warred within her. The only person who could put a stop to this was her. She had to find a way to get Emma out of there, even if it meant quitting school and working minimum wage jobs for the rest of her life.
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