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        For Rachel, Andrea and Lucas,

        May you remain close and in touch no matter how many miles may separate you

        at different times in your lives.

        For Trudy and Mike,

        My siblings, who I’ve never had to be without, even when I was the one

        who moved hundreds of miles away.
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      “You are eighteen today, Nina.” Mrs. Graft yells into my room. “State won’t pay for you anymore so you have gotta go.”

      I knew this day would come, but are they really kicking me out this early? It’s only seven in the morning.

      New Year’s Day!

      “Can I get a shower and food first?”

      She steps into the bedroom I share with three other girls and scowls at me. “Make it quick. No point in dragging out the inevitable.”

      “Thank you.” I push back the covers on my lower bunk and get out of the bed, careful not to bump my head, which I have done more times than I can count.

      “Do you really have to go, Nina?” Ellie, the six-year-old who is on the top bunk asks, tears in her deep brown eyes.

      “I’m eighteen. Those are the rules.”

      A tear leaks out of the corner of her eye as she holds out her scrawny arms to me.

      I lean in and hug her. She’s such a sweet little girl and has only been with us about six months.

      “I will miss you,” she whispers into my hair.

      “I’ll miss you too.” She is still such a frightened little thing, having only been in the system a short time.

      I remember all too well feeling lost and scared when I’d been taken from my family. Except I didn’t miss my parents. I missed my older brothers and younger sister. I especially remember asking why I couldn’t be with Dylan. He was the oldest and was the one who really took care of us.

      “Go back to sleep,” I whisper and tuck her into bed, along with the stained and battered rag doll she keeps close. Then grab my toiletry bag and hurry off to the bathroom as I try to swallow past the lump in my throat. It’s not that I love it here, but it’s a roof over my head and food in my stomach. Once I walk out that door, I’ll be on my own.

      At least I have two part-time jobs. Not that I make enough to rent any kind of apartment, but at least I’ll get to keep my paychecks instead of handing them over to Mrs. Graft.

      She takes money from all the foster kids in the house. Her rule is that as soon as we are old enough, we need to get a job to help out financially. She claims the state doesn’t pay her enough to house, feed and clothe us. I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I never asked my caseworker about it because my paycheck is a small price to pay to live in a house where I’m not bothered or scared. If I would have snitched on Mrs. Graft, I may have been pulled from here and put somewhere else. I wasn’t about to risk ending up someplace worse than this. I’ve been in worse and didn’t want to go back.

      Plus, I have half of my tips from the past two years. As soon as Mrs. Graft asked for my paycheck, I told her that I had to turn in all my tips so taxes could be taken out. Which is partially true if a customer paid with a credit or debit card. However, any cash left for me, I got to keep, after sharing it with the cook. I bus my own tables since it’s only a diner, so I don’t have to share with a lot of people like at larger restaurants. I have saved what I could, hiding it, because I knew this day would come.

      Eighteen and out and I have saved $1,506.47. It’s not much, but it’s a start for the first day of being an adult.

      Truthfully, I’ve been on my own since I was six. Just like Ellie, and it’s just the beginning for her.

      Twelve years, and even though I have been in about half a dozen foster homes, I have been alone.

      This one might be the hardest to leave though. Not because the Grafts are exactly loving, because truthfully, they are in it for the money, but I’ve been here for two years, and I like the other kids. I will worry about Ellie, and there is nothing I can do for her. We just need to roll with the rules, and the punches, and protect ourselves as best as we can.

      At least I had the forethought to push through school and get all the necessary credits so I could graduate early. There was no way in hell I was going to try and finish out my senior year while living on the streets. Just eight months to survive and then I will be in a dorm. I hope. I’m still waiting to hear back if I have been accepted to any colleges.

      December graduates go quietly. We take our last test and walk out the door for good. However, I will walk with the rest of my class in May. I busted my ass for good grades, and I want the pomp and circumstance, and the cap, gown, and diploma.

      Shit! The cap and gown. I ordered and paid for it, but it won’t arrive at the school for a few months. Once I get a place, I’m going to have to let my counselor know where I am.

      My suitcase is waiting by the front door when I finish my eggs and toast. It’s old and battered, but it’s mine. I found it beside a dumpster when I was eight and took it back to my foster home and cleaned it up. It’s much better than a garbage sack. That’s what most foster kids put their stuff in, and I hated it. When it’s time to leave and go to a new home, clothes and toys, if you are lucky enough to have any, get tossed into a big plastic bag and they send you out the door with it, just like the garbage. I’ve had this suitcase for ten years, and it’s my home. Not that I sleep in it, but anything that is important to me stays in that suitcase.

      Mrs. Graft hands me an envelope. “It’s got your immunization record, school transcripts and anything else you need.”

      My life in one large manila envelope.

      Swinging my bag over my shoulder, I shove the envelope inside and lift my suitcase. “Thanks for everything.”

      I step outside and take a deep breath as the door closes behind me. Ten a.m. on the first day of the year. Nothing but the future ahead of me.
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      It sure is a beautiful sunrise. If I didn’t like sleeping in so much, I’d probably see more of them, but mornings are not my thing. I also wish I wasn’t watching it alone. My family is asleep in the big old farmhouse I grew up in, and my friends, who I was once tight with, have been delivered to their homes and will probably wake up with a hangover and face a painful day ahead.

      I did have fun last night, and it’s good to be home for a short time, but it wasn’t the same as in the past. We’ve grown apart, which I suppose is normal, but it has me questioning a lot of things. Like my future.

      There’s a nip in the air and it’s just cold enough that I can see my breath. The fields before me are the scenery I grew up with and thought I’d come home to. Except, I’m not so sure Texas is really my home anymore. Going to college in New York was my way of seeing the world. Stupid young kid going off to the big city to go to college and become a boxer.

      That was my dream, but I’ll never be a great boxer no matter how much Miguel tries to teach me. At least I went after my dream. That’s all anyone can do, and I won’t be suffering from the what ifs when I’m old.

      I graduate in a year and a half and need to decide if I stay in New York or come back home. I’m working on a degree in Sports and Fitness Administration so I could be a fitness director, athletic trainer or run a gym.

      I like sports, the physical, and have always been athletic. I’m just not good enough to ever be professional at anything.

      Maybe I can come back and reopen the community center and give the kids a place to go since there isn’t much to do in this tiny town. It doesn’t even need a traffic light and has a population of like three thousand on a good day.

      My dad wants me to come back and take over coaching at the local high school and teach gym since my former coach is retiring about the time I graduate.

      What I want is to stay in New York and keep working at Miguel’s.

      Miguel’s gym was the first place I headed to after unpacking in my dorm room. Mom and Dad said I could pursue my dream of boxing, and encouraged it, so long as I got a degree in a stable profession. They didn’t really care what it was so long as I got a piece of paper with a bachelor’s degree on. They knew I had to get the boxing bug out of me before I could move on.

      Well, the boxing bug isn’t gone, it’s just been refocused.

      I have learned a lot from Miguel and the other guys at his gym, but if I do anything with boxing, it will be training, not fighting, and I have come to accept that.

      The birds are starting to chirp, and it’s a familiar sound of home, but I don’t want to live here for the rest of my life, and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to live in Texas at all. My roots are here, in the land, cattle, horses and oil. My heart is in New York.

      Part of it’s with the city, the other half is with Nina White, who turned 18 today, and I have no idea when she became so important to me.

      Heck, when I stepped into Miguel’s for the first time, she was just a kid, smart-mouthed, tough, and armored up like an armadillo, contrary and so fucking brave that she’d charge into hell with a bucket of ice water. All horns and rattles, that one. The slightest thing could get her riled up and why I started calling her Horns. It used to be just me, but more and more people started calling her that, and not really knowing why.

      She’s not so much that way anymore. She’s still armored up, but she’s softened. Not that she’s all warm and fuzzy. Never that. But I have seen some glimpses beneath her tough exterior, more and more over time, and as much as Horns will deny it, she’s got a soft heart.

      She’s not like any girl I have ever known, which became painfully clear after hanging out with my friends these past couple of days. Nina may be just eighteen, but she’s got a world of maturity and common sense above the girls I have known since we were all dragging our diapers on the ground.

      I’ve always admired Nina but she’s no longer just another girl at the gym. She’s my friend and I’ve fallen hard for her. I didn’t even see it coming until it was there.

      And, she has no fucking clue about how I feel, and can never know. Just because she is suddenly eighteen and it is okay now, doesn’t mean it is really okay.

      Except, Nina is sure a lot older than her years, and sometimes older than me.

      Still, that doesn’t make it right.

      She’s like a granddaughter to Miguel and he has put her up on a pedestal to be seen and not touched. If the old man had any clue what I was thinking or wanting, he’d kick my sorry ass out of the gym and lock the door behind me.

      But damn, Nina is prettier than this sunrise, with her dark brown hair and light grey eyes, and the most kissable lips God has ever created.

      Lips I haven’t kissed. Lips I don’t dare kiss. Lips I can only dream about.

      She’s my friend and I love her, but if I cross that line and let her know how I feel, I will lose her, and having a part of Nina is better than not having her at all.
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      “It’s gone. All gone.” Well, except for forty-seven cents.

      I’ve dug though my billfold, bag, and suitcase. Looking inside everything, but my money is gone. All $1,506.00.

      “That bitch!” Mrs. Graft had to have taken it. I know the money was there last night. I checked on it, counted it out, put it back in the envelope and then shoved it into a special pocket I sewed into the bottom of my bag.

      “When did she do it?” My bag is my pillow. It always has been. I learned that in my first foster home. Not that I had a bag then, but you always sleep on the one thing that is most valuable to you. When I was six, it was my teddy bear. Once I got a job, I started sleeping with my money.

      “Shit!” I left the bag in my room when I took a shower.

      “Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!” Tears sting my eyes. That’s the one and only time I’ve not had my bag with me. It goes everywhere with me, even into the bathroom, if I don’t have a locker to shove it in to keep safe.

      Now what the hell am I going to do?

      If I go back and demand my money, Mrs. Graft will only deny having it. I’ve seen her deny shit before when we all knew better. And it’s not like I have proof it was ever there.

      How the hell am I going to eat?

      The diner! I don’t have a shift until tomorrow, but maybe I could talk Bert into letting me eat and take it out of my next paycheck. Not that I can afford to go in debt so quickly, but I need to eat, even if it is only one meal a day.

      Since I already had breakfast, I can wait until dinner, but only if I’m starving, because I don’t want to spend future earnings unless I need to.

      Shelter tonight for sleep and a soup kitchen for meals. That’s the smart thing to do. I’ll be able to shower at the gym, so at least I’ll always be clean. Since they open early, I already planned on getting there first thing, cleaning up and hanging out between my shifts there and at the diner.

      I love the gym. It’s my home away from home. Miguel, the owner, is one of the few adults I trust and then there is Tex.

      A smile pulls at my lips. I don’t know what it is about Tex, but I love that guy. Not that he’ll ever know. He’s three years older than me and sees me as nothing more than a kid sister to be messed with. His teasing is all in good fun, just to irritate me, because he’d never dream of saying anything that might hurt someone, and I’m pretty sure his heart is made of gold. A gentleman with a Texas drawl and he says some of the craziest things. His green eyes are always full of laughter, as if nothing bad has ever happened to him and it’s his job to make sure everybody else is happy.

      Why shouldn’t he be on top of the world? He’s going to college and has a big family back in Texas. A mom and a dad who live on a ranch, and he has sisters and brothers, who are always calling or messaging him. Close-knit and tight and to be honest, I’m envious of what he has.  If I hadn’t been separated from my brothers and sister, would we be tight like that?

      Tex will be done with school in a year and a half, and I doubt he’ll stay around here. Why should he? His family is miles away. Why wouldn’t he want to go back there?

      Maybe we’ll stay in touch, maybe we won’t. We have Miguel and the gym in common but that is about it. He probably won’t even remember me in a few years. Which is fine because I’ve got plans of my own. I’m going to college, and I am going to have a career. I won’t have time for a guy to mess up my life and goals. It is for the best that Tex doesn’t know that he’s the one guy I care about.

      I push thoughts of Tex and the gym away because I need an immediate plan for today.

      The only drawback to graduating early is that I could have gotten breakfast and lunch at school, but the idea of living on the streets and trying to make it to class worried me more than food.

      Except, the plan for today didn’t go as well as I had hoped and I found myself at the diner long after dark.

      “Hey, Nina,” Betsy greets me. “Why are you here so late?” Betsy has worked the overnight shift at the diner since she came to New York decades ago and is usually getting here as I’m leaving. Betsy is only about fifty but looks like she stepped out of the fifties or sixties with her red beehive hair, frosted pink lipstick, powder-blue eye shadow, thick eyeliner, and even thicker false eyelashes.

      I lift my suitcase. “Shelters are full.”

      “Aw, Nina. Some birthday, huh?”

      “It sucks.” I take a seat at the counter. It’s late and hardly anybody is here.

      “What did she do, kick you out after supper?”

      “Breakfast!”

      Betsy’s eyes widen as her painted-on eyebrows arch. “What have you been doing all day?”

      “Wandering around and looking for a place to sleep.”

      “Have you eaten?” Betsy’s been like a mother to me ever since I came to work here right after I turned sixteen. She’s the only woman who’s ever tried to mother me. It’s a shame we rarely work at the same time.

      “Don’t have any money.”

      “What? I thought you were saving tips.”

      Those damn tears want to start but I shut them down and tell her that I suspect Mrs. Graft.

      “Do I hear Nina?” Barrett calls from the back. He’s a short order cook who’s been working here about five years. He’s twenty-three and one of Miguel’s boxers. When he isn’t cooking, he’s training for a fight. It was Barrett who got me this job.

      “Hey, Nina,” Abby says as she comes from the back. She just started here about a week ago. Fresh from the Iowa cornfields and looking to become an actress. She usually works from around four in the afternoon until one in the morning.

      “It’s going on midnight, and you haven’t eaten since this morning?” Betsy asks.

      “I don’t have money, remember, “

      “Burger and fries for Nina,” she calls back to Barrett. “It’s her birthday.”

      “Make a note so Bert takes it out of my pay. I don’t want to be accused of stealing.” Bert, the owner, watches every single penny in and out of the diner.

      Betsey takes money out of the pocket where she keeps her tips. “Consider it my present to you.” She waves it at one of the cameras in the corner. “I’m paying for her supper,” she yells then turns, adding, “you miserable tightwad.”

      Tears spring to my eyes, but I blink them away. It’s the first birthday gift I’ve been given since I turned six. The last time I had a family.

      Tex is probably having a great time with his family and I’m envious. Dylan, Noah, and Jade were once my family, and I wish I knew what happened to them. My caseworker, Mrs. Hood, said that she didn’t know where my brothers were and I couldn’t know anything about Jade until she was eighteen.

      What if my brothers and sister have forgotten about me? It was a long time ago and even though I remember them, that doesn’t mean they’d remember me.

      Even if they do, that doesn’t mean Dylan or Noah want anything to do with me.

      I just turned 18, which means Dylan is 24 and Noah is 21. Both adults and neither of them came looking for me. They either don’t care, or they forgot.

      Why would they want me anyway? I was just a kid of six, and it’s not like we had years to form bonds and all of that. Not like the kind of bonds Tex has with his family.

      Crap! Why the hell am I feeling sorry for myself? I didn’t need my brothers and sister for twelve years and don’t need them now. I’ve planned my future and worked my ass off for a 3.96 GPA. Next is college. I don’t know what I want to study yet, but I’ll have two years of general education classes to figure out before I need to declare what my major will be. But one thing is for certain. I will find a way to go to college and pay for it. I will have a career. I will have a home of my own and never ever worry about where I’ll sleep or eat again. And I’ll never count on anyone. The only person who can take care of me is me, and now that I’m an adult, I don’t have to do what the system requires either. I can do as I damn well please and what is best for me.
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      Julia plops down next to me and hands me a bottle of beer. “Cheers, baby brother.”

      I snort and tap it against hers. “I’m not your baby brother.”

      “I am older. I was born on the 19th and you were born on the 20th.”

      This is a familiar argument. “It was six minutes, not a full day.” I just shake my head. “You are going to hold that over my head for the rest of my life, aren’t you?”

      “You betcha.” She relaxes back in the chair and stares up at the star-filled sky.

      Our older brother, Wyatt left hours ago, and the rest of the family went inside. It’s just me and Julia out here.

      “To being twenty-one.” She sighs.

      “Because you never had a beer before that magical date.”

      Julia just grins. Neither one of us waited to drink until it we were legal. First, there isn’t much else to do in this town but drink, and second, we wanted to know what sin tasted like. “Make sure you hide these bottles in the bottom of the trash, so Ma doesn’t find them.”

      She gives me a sly look. “They have never been found yet.”

      It’s not like we were big partiers, none of us were, but the more we were told not to do something, the more we wanted to do it. The whole town is fire and brimstone Baptists, except for Buck, who owns the only bar within driving distance, and we found beer the first chance we could. Almost everyone had an older sibling or cousin who could get us something. Just like someone older got them something, but strict rules were to be adhered to. No overindulgence and no getting in a car, or on a horse, or a tractor, or even a wagon—ever! In fact, the only time I’ve been drunk was my first year of college.

      “Got a girlfriend yet?” she asks.

      The vision of Nina flashes in my brain. She is so not my girlfriend and would probably kick my ass for even thinking about it. “No. You?”

      “No girlfriend for me either. Tried it. Not my thing. I like guys and dicks.”

      Half the time I don’t know if Julia’s serious or not. Knowing my sister, I’m sure she explored that side of her sexuality. Not that I care, but Mom and Dad had better never find out or they’ll send her off to one of those conversion camps. Then again, Julia is twenty-one. There isn’t much they can do if my sister did turn out to be a lesbian. The sad part is, I might be the only one in the family who would be okay with it.

      “How about a boyfriend then?”

      “Nope. Don’t have one of those either.”

      “How is school going?” Julia, like me, wanted to get the hell out of town and is studying pre-law and business at Temple University. When I first got to New York, it was Julia I missed the most. Maybe it’s because we shared a womb, but being at two different colleges, in two different states, is the first time we’d ever lived apart, and it was weird not having her within spitting distance.

      Julia’s leaning back in the deck chair, staring up at the sky, the beer bottle dangling from her fingers and is really quiet. Julia and quiet aren’t usually used in the same sentence. “What’s wrong?”

      “What if I don’t want to go into law?” She takes a drink and then blows out a sigh. “I don’t want to live my life in suits and polyester.”

      I chuckle. Her favorite thing to wear is a pair of well-worn jeans and a cotton t-shirt. She probably wouldn’t mind working in the corporate offices if she could wear that to work.

      “Mom and Dad let you follow your dream, but not me,” she finally says.

      Julia wanted to be an artist and our parents put a stop to it immediately. It was perfectly fine that she took art classes in high school and got awards on the state level, but she wasn’t going to be allowed to do that as a career. However, they were fine with me getting the boxing out of my system. It sucks and it’s unfair, but our parents have very specific ideas of what girls can do and what boys can do.

      I look into her eyes. “You aren’t going into the family business, are you?”

      “No more than you are. We will just have to figure out how to tell our parents that neither one of us is coming back.”

      “I never said I wasn’t,” I argue.

      “You’re not,” she says with confidence. “I know you. I could tell by the way you answered their questions when were all cozy around the campfire after supper.”

      I glance down and clutch my beer. She’s right. I’m not coming back.
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      “Nina.” Someone shakes my shoulder and I blink open my eyes. I’m curled up in a back booth. My bag is under my head and my suitcase is shoved against the wall under the table. After I ate last night, Betsy, Barrett and Abby told me to crash and that they’d watch over me.

      Turning my head, I blink up at Betsy.

      “Morning crowd is coming in. We’re gonna need the table soon.”

      It’s not even light out, but this is one of the busier times. Most of the customers are tradesmen who get a big breakfast and coffee before starting work for the day. It also means that Miguel’s will be open soon.

      She puts a cup of coffee in front of me along with a plate of scrambled eggs, toast, hash browns and bacon. I’m not exactly hungry since I ate at midnight, but I’m not about to turn down a meal. Especially since it might be the last one that I get until my shift ends tonight and hopefully, I’ll have some cash to pay for a late supper.

      “Watch my stuff?” There are four people I trust in this world: Betsy, Miguel, Tex, and Barrett.

      “Sure thing.” Betsy nods and I slip out of the booth and head for the bathroom.

      A quick glance in the mirror tells me what I already suspected. I’m a mess. My hair is in every direction having come loose from the hair tie. I smooth it the best that I can and then braid it, which isn’t easy with the tangles. As soon as I have money to spare, if that ever happens, I’m getting my hair cut. It hasn’t seen a pair of scissors in four years and this wild mess needs to be contained.

      “Barrett got this one, for your birthday,” Betsy tells me when I come back to the table.

      “Thanks, Barrett,” I call. When he’s done here, when the breakfast crowd thins out, he’ll head over to the gym to train for a fight that’s coming up in a few weeks.

      He sticks his head through the opening into the kitchen, winks at me, grins and goes back to cooking.

      I eat the eggs and hash browns but wrap the bacon and toast up in a paper napkin. They are for later if I get hungry. It’s not like they are going to go bad or anything. Then I shove them into my bag and grab my suitcase.

      “Guess I’ll head out and see what I can find,” I tell Betsy before giving her a hug. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Wish I could give you a place to stay, kid, but my small apartment is overrun.”

      I already knew that and didn’t even ask. Four people live in her tiny two bedroom. She doesn’t even have a couch that’s available. “That’s okay. I’ll make do.” I grin. “I always do.”

      That is something I need to remember. I do land on my feet. I can take care of myself.

      Turning south I walk five blocks and stop in front of Miguel’s. Lights are on inside, but they don’t open for fifteen more minutes. Some guys make arrangements to come in and train earlier, especially if they have a fight coming up, so I try the door.

      It’s open and I know my luck has turned. First a shower, then clean clothes, and then I’ll figure out what I’m doing today.

      “Nina,” Miguel calls as he comes from his office.

      I can’t help but smile. I love the old man. “Hey, Miguel.”

      “Glad you’re here.”

      He seems a bit frazzled this morning, which is so unlike him. “What’s going on?”

      “That Johnny,” he grumbles.

      “What did he do this time?” Johnny is a promising boxer or would be if he’d first listen to Miguel’s coaching, and second, if he’d stop listening to Bambi, and third, would get his head out of his ass and keep his ego in check. Miguel took Johnny under his wing when the kid was about fifteen and trained him to fight. That was before Johnny fell in love with a stripper.

      “You know he and his girlfriend headed out to Las Vegas right after Christmas.”

      Their little vacation before Johnny started digging in and training for his next fight.

      My stomach sinks. “Oh God. Don’t tell me they got married.” And probably by an Elvis too. Bambi probably thought it really was Elvis.

      “Worse. She got a job doing what she does best.”

      My lips quirk. “Taking off her clothes between lap dances?”

      Miguel shakes his head and the lines around his forehead deepen as he frowns. “Johnny got a new trainer and an agent who is going to make him big.”

      “Are you fucking serious?” I yell. Miguel gave Johnny everything. Treated him like a son. Gave him a place to live and a job. Made him a boxer. He is just about to break and now he’s going to leave Miguel in the dust.

      Miguel shakes his finger at me. “Language.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble, but I’m not. Miguel hates it when I swear, and he especially hates the F-bomb and has kicked people out for even whispering the C-word, as he calls it.

      “You have no school, right?”

      “Not until fall.” I shrug.

      “Good. You work more hours.”

      “I can work today, but I need to be at the diner tonight.”

      He frowns. “You only work there on Friday and Saturday nights, and Sunday during the day. I get you the rest of the time.”

      “I wasn’t on the schedule for here tonight, so I picked up the hours at the diner.”

      “Okay, okay.” He holds up his hands. “Don’t do it again, I need you here. I moved Tex to days, but he won’t be back until the fifth.”

      “So, you want me nights, temporarily.” I could really use the extra cash, especially right now.

      “Permanently!”

      “I can’t. What about my other job, the team, training…”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose and shakes his head. “Tex has classes, you don’t. I don’t care when you work or he works, as long as one of you is here.” Miguel leans on the counter. “Look Nina, you and Tex are about the only people I can count on right now to watch this place. Joel and Ian can cover some shifts, but the other employees work with the boxers or babysit for when the kids are here.”

      “Coaches, not babysitters,” I remind him.

      Joel and Ian are both former college football players and best friends since middle school. Ian had planned on going professional but after a bad tackle his senior year of college that fractured his right arm and wrist, his career came to an end because he can no longer throw like he once did, Joel chose not to go professional, even though he could have, but he’d already suffered too many concussions and didn’t want to add any more head injuries to his medical record. Now they are both back in college. Ian for sports medicine and Joel for physical therapy and they hope to be attached to a sports team one day.

      Ian plays on the men’s rugby team and coaches women’s soccer. Joel plays soccer and helps coach women’s rugby. They both help with the weight training at the gym. Between their jobs and teams here, school, and their other job bouncing and bartending at the Poison Apple on Friday and Saturday nights. They can’t work that many shifts for Miguel unless they want to give up sleep or something.

      “I could try and hire someone else, but you and Tex care.”

      I do care. I love this place. Without it I may have never discovered something I’m good at that may land me a scholarship next year. At least I hope that happens.

      “You should give up the diner. Work here only.”

      “I can’t. I need the money more now than ever.”

      Concern floods his face, and he narrows his eyes. “Why?”

      He knew I was losing my home when I turned eighteen, but I promised him it would all work out. Miguel tends to worry about me when he doesn’t really need to. But I do tell him about how my money was taken, even if I have no proof, and that I need to find a shelter to stay in.

      “You are not staying in a shelter. It isn’t safe.”

      “And sleeping on the street is better?”

      “Take Johnny’s room.”

      Is he serious? “What if it doesn’t work out and he comes back?”

      “That’s his problem,” Miguel grumbles. “Besides, he won’t be back. I checked his room. It’s empty of all his stuff. That good for nothing bum knew when he left on his vacation that he wasn’t coming back.”

      “Oh, Miguel, I’m so sorry.” That had to have broken the old man’s heart. He’d given Johnny everything, and if I ever find the son of a bitch, he’ll never be able to fight or fuck Bambi again.

      “As long as you can put up with Tex’s country music,” his face scrunches with disgust, “the room is yours.”

      It’s been a war of music around here a couple of times. Tex and his country music, Miguel blaring classical or Johnny listening to his hip-hop. Well, at least there will only be a battle of two genres around here. For me, I just put in my earbuds and listen to my choice when it gets to be too much.

      “How much is rent?”

      “For you, nothing.”

      “I’ve got to pay something.” I don’t want a free ride.

      He leans forward and puts his hand on mine. “You work for me. You save your paychecks. You go to college and study hard. That is the rent I demand.”

      Tears sting my eyes. Why have I been so weepy the past couple of days? I don’t cry. Ever.

      “And look for your brothers.”

      Miguel is the only person I’ve ever told about my past. “They don’t want me.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They would have come looking for me by now.”

      “You don’t know that, Nina. Until you try, you’ll always wonder.”

      Except, I already know. If Dylan or Noah cared, they would have found me.
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      “Are you sure Nina is just a friend?” Julia asks me while we stand in the security line at the airport. Mom and Dad finally left after dropping us. They came in to make sure we got our boarding passes and to escort us to the security line like we were six and traveling alone.

      Julia and I are sharing a flight to Chicago and then she’ll connect to Philadelphia and me to New York.

      “Of course. Why?”

      “You were really defensive of her yesterday.”

      After Miguel called and told me about Johnny and how Nina was taking his room, I mentioned it to my parents, not thinking. I should have known better. They hit the roof because I should not be living with a girl. They then told me to be careful because a girl like that, one who is poor and has been in the foster system, may latch onto me for my money and security. That money is a trust fund that I will get when I am older. It’s clear that they do not know Nina at all.

      “They just got under my skin with their high and mighty judgment of a person they have never even met.” I take my laptop out of my backpack and put it in a tub, then empty my pockets into another and add my shoes and belt. I hate having to practically undress to go through security, but I get why it needs to be done.

      Julia puts her stuff in tubs and then drops her carry-on bag on the table.

      I enter the scanner and line myself up with the feet on the floor and put my hands up to be scanned. I’m given the go-ahead to get my stuff and get dressed again. Julia is pulled to the side. She blows out a sigh and stands there while they look through her carry-on. The culprit, a small bottle of perfume, just at the allowed limit.

      “I knew I should have put it in my luggage, but I didn’t want it to break and stink up all of my clothes.”

      “At least they let you keep it.”

      “They could have kept it,” she grumbles. “Did you smell it?”

      “No,” I answer. “Why do you have it if you don’t like it?”

      “Mom gave it to me for Christmas. It’s her favorite scent.”

      “Doesn’t the Bible say perfume is wrong?”

      She snorts. “I guess that depends on what verse she is picking and choosing that day.”

      Our plane doesn’t even start boarding for two hours but Mom and Dad wanted to make sure we got here in plenty of time, since security is so bad because of all those terrorists out there. Mom’s words, not mine. We tried to tell them that we had plenty of time, but she’d hear none of it. Of course, Mom has never flown anywhere, but Dad should know better. He’s traveled a lot for the company.

      “Bar?” Julia asks.

      “Let’s find our gate and then see what’s around.” That’s usually my plan. Get to the gate, make sure there are no changes and then look around.

      A couple bumps into us coming out of a gift shop. “Texas tourist shopping is alive and well.” The airport is crowded with people rushing in every direction. Holiday travel at its best.

      There are a line of shops selling everything from coffee to clothes along the corridor, only to be broken up by bars and restaurants.

      “I need gum.” I stop at one of the generic stores that has candy, mints, and magazines. My ears don’t always pop like they should when I fly and chewing gum helps.

      Then I see a small cactus under a dome. There are dozens of them to choose from. I pick up one that has a lot of sharp spines and take it to the counter with the gum.

      Julia lifts an eyebrow. “Taking a little bit of home back with you?”

      “It’s for Nina.” I shove it into my backpack and pocket the gum.

      “Because she’s just a friend.” Julia shakes her head. “Maybe you should have stuck around for that sermon on lust.”

      “It’s not like that.” But even as I say the words my face heats.

      Julia stops and points to my right. “There’s our gate.” Then she points further up on the left. “And there is a bar. Pretty perfect if you ask me.”

      We settle at one of the tall tables and from where I’m sitting, I can see our gate, so I will know if there are any changes. It wouldn’t be the first time that I’ve had to haul my ass down the opposite end of the terminal because the plane got redirected or something.

      Julia brings back two tall drafts from the bar and sets one in front of me. “So, tell me about her.”

      “Who?”

      “Nina,” she says, as if aggravated.

      “What’s there to tell? She’s a friend.”

      “Okay, what color is her hair?”

      “The color of a midnight sky over the plains..”

      Julia takes a drink of her beer and raises an eyebrow at the same time.

      Maybe I should have said dark brown.

      “Her eyes?”

      “Light grey, not quite green.” More like the color of the sage Mom grows in her kitchen garden.

      “What does she do at the gym?”

      “Works with me. Front desk, helps out with the kid teams, whatever.”

      “Is she athletic? Play any sports?”

      “Soccer and rugby.”

      Julia starts to grin. “That’s why you won’t go after her.”

      “What do you mean?” I get all defensive.

      “If she plays rugby, she could so kick your ass.”

      “You forget I box,” I remind her.

      She snorts. “Like you’d hit a girl.”

      True. I’ve only hit one girl in my life and that was Julia, my sister, and I was eleven. In my defense, she hit me first, but I was the one who got punished. Then came the lesson on how to treat a girl—like she is a lady. Besides, any guy who would strike a female needs to be hogtied and dragged behind a bull.

      “What are you doing for spring break?” Julia asks out of the blue, completely changing the topic, not that I’m complaining. If she asks me any more about Nina, she might figure out that I’ve got it bad for her.

      “Nothing. I’m not going home, if that is what you are asking.”

      “Good.” She grins. “Because I plan on spending my break in New York.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I am not going back to Texas any more than you and I don’t want to stay in Philadelphia. I thought I would look around and get a feel for the area. If I move there and live with or near you, Mom and Dad may not be so hard on me.”

      “You will be twenty-two, Julia. They can’t really tell you what to do.”

      She snorts. “They are going to keep trying to tell me what to do even when I have kids, if they are still alive.”
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      I can’t believe this room is mine and mine alone. It’s so much better than sleeping in a shelter. Not that I had ever slept in one, but I had heard stories and the idea of having only a cot to myself, in a room with dozens of cots, with complete strangers sleeping on them, wasn’t exactly appealing. At my foster homes, it was usually three or four to a room, so this is really nice.

      I even have an actual pillow. At first my bag was my pillow, but then I looked at the door, the locked door and realized I was safe. Only Tex and Miguel live here, and they aren’t going to mess with me and they sure as hell aren’t going to steal from me, so I let the bag drop to the floor by the bed and hugged a real pillow.

      As shitty as it was for Johnny to take off like he did, at least I got a room out of it and have had the best four nights of sleep that I think I’ve ever had.

      Miguel hasn’t said much more about Johnny leaving, but I know it broke the old man’s heart. He was like a son to Miguel and that asshole just up and left for greener pastures, if those can be found in the desert. Johnny will be sorry. I know it in my gut. You don’t shit on someone like that without really bad karma visiting you at one point. Then again, maybe Bambi is his bad karma.

      The alarm goes off and I hit the snooze and then turn it off. Why do I even bother with an alarm? I can’t remember the last time it woke me up. I’m always awake first.

      Pushing the covers back on my bed, I get dressed for my run. It’s been almost a week since I’ve run, and I really need to get some miles in. After braiding my hair, I tie my running shoes. Maybe I’ll finally be able to save up enough so that I can splurge on a new pair. These aren’t in the best shape, old and secondhand. I picked them up at a thrift store. All my clothing and shoes have come from a secondhand store. Well, except my bras, underwear, and the team jerseys. The idea of wearing someone else’s panties is just, well, gross. There’s not enough bleach on this earth to make it okay to wear secondhand underwear.

      After letting myself out of the dark and quiet apartment, I head out of the building and down the back stairs. Miguel will be up soon so he can open the gym, but I didn’t want to wake him. The sun is barely up, and there is just enough light for me to find my way to the street, avoiding the one homeless guy by the dumpster and the other one who is sleeping under a heating vent. These two live in this corner and have for as long as I can remember. It’s really a shame that there is no place for them to live and they won’t use a shelter.

      Hardly anyone is out on the street as I head ten blocks north to the park that I like to run in. It’s about the only large green space around. The houses around it are nice too. Tall brownstones with families and kids. A little oasis with a playground, park benches, dog park, and running paths in the middle of concrete and stone.

      It’s the perfect time to be out because hardly anyone else runs this early. The few I see are the same people I always see. I don’t know their names, but we nod to each other. Well, I do know the name of one—Malik. He’s a senior at my school and plays guard on the basketball team. We didn’t see each other much during the day, but we’ve seen each other practically every morning for the past year and he hangs out at Miguel’s in the summer teaching the kids to play basketball. It’s the same place he got his start on the courts.

      “Hey, Nina,” he says as I enter the park. “Haven’t seen you in a few days and was getting worried.”

      “Had to get some stuff settled.” I tell him as I start to stretch.

      “I thought maybe you moved or something, since, well…”

      “Because I turned 18 and got kicked out of my house.”

      “They really kicked you out?”

      I told him it would happen, but Malik didn’t want to believe me. Why should he? He’s lived with his mom his entire life and hasn’t had to worry about anyone sending him away. They live in an apartment in one of the brownstones near the park.

      “Where are you staying? Or are you staying anywhere? I can ask Mom if you can stay with us.”

      I smile at him as my heart warms. He’s such a freaking nice guy, but I’m sure his mom wouldn’t appreciate the offer. The woman needs to work two jobs as it is. The last thing she would want is another body in their place taking up the couch.

      “Thanks, but Miguel gave me a room.”

      Malik relaxes. “He’s a great guy, isn’t he?”

      “The best.”

      “Want to run together today?”

      “Nah,” I answer. “Your legs are twice as long as mine. I’d have to hurry to keep up or you’d have to slow your pace for me.” It’s an exaggeration, but he is taller and would have to adjust his pace for mine.

      “I don’t mind,” he says with a grin.

      “I do. It’s the middle of the season and not a time for you to go soft.”

      Malik just laughs. “Catch you on the other side.” Then he turns and starts down the path.

      I’ve never run with anyone on purpose. It’s my alone time to listen to music and just get lost. It would be weird being with someone. I’d feel like I would need to talk or something.

      After putting my earbuds in, I hit the playlist. I’ve been running to the same music since I started running. The music of my childhood. Once the tape was worn out, I splurged and bought an iPod when they were on special one Christmas and then downloaded all the songs. I just hope this iPod lasts. They don’t make them anymore which means I’d probably have to get a phone just to listen to my music. They are the perfect beat for my pace. Besides, no matter how often I’ve heard the songs, the lyrics still stick with me. Where I’ve been, who I am and where I’m going.

      It’s a slow jog when I get back to the starting point because I’m cooling down and on the last song intentionally picked for the end of my run--Don’t Let it Show by Pat Benatar. All the songs in the lineup are picked for where they fall in my run, and I don’t stop until the music is over. And every single song is sung by Pat Benatar.

      Malik is pacing when I get there. I thought he would be done and gone by now.

      “That was a long run.”

      “Forty-nine minutes and fifteen seconds.” That is exactly how long the music plays.

      His dark eyebrows go up in surprise as his jaw drops.

      “I don’t run to beat a time or compete against myself. I do it for stamina and to keep in shape,” I tell him. “I’m thinking of adding more songs to increase my run time.”

      “I get that.”

      Though I’m not sure he does.

      He shoves his hands in the pocket of his hoodie and his breaths are white in the cold morning. I’m not cold yet, but I will be once my body starts to cool and the sweat on my skin starts to match the January temps.

      “You got a game coming up?” he asks.

      “Not until March.” We start training in February and our season starts a little earlier than most, but we have a lot of girls who like to play, and it’s tough to get everyone in with a shorter season. “You?”

      “This weekend,” he answers as we both turn for the entrance of the park.

      “Hey, you want to get a cup of coffee or something?”

      I look at Malik out of the corner of my eye, not sure what to think. He’s never asked me to do anything in the six years I’ve known him. It’s weird. “Can’t. Gotta get back, shower and then sit at the front counter today.”

      He nods. “Okay then. See ya, maybe tomorrow?”

      “If the weather holds.” I run in about everything, except ice of course, and since it is January in New York, you never know what the weather is going to be.

      At the corner we both turn in opposite directions.

      He asked me for a cup of coffee. I’m sure it means nothing, but Malik has never waited for me after a run either. Is something going on with him? Maybe he needs to talk, and I just blew him off. First with the run and then the coffee.

      I turn around and decide to go after him, but by the time I turn the corner, he’s gone, disappeared.

      “Damn, I hope he’s okay.”
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      Pausing just on the other side of the doors, I gaze in through the glass at the perfection that just walked from the back area.

      I don’t know what or who has ruffled her feathers today, but Nina’s frowning as she goes behind the counter and tosses a towel. Right behind her is Ricky. The guy is a cocky jerk who thinks he’s the best thing since sliced bread. He could strut sitting down and he’s been sniffing after Nina for the past year and growing bolder the closer it got to her birthdate. Nina told me to let it go because he isn’t worth anyone’s effort and less bothersome than a fly. Well, I’d be more than happy to exterminate him from the place.

      Ricky and his friend, Tim, think they are boxers. They aren’t and have even less of a chance of making it big than I ever did. Hell, if either one of them would step in the ring with me they wouldn’t even last a round. Several guys at the gym would like to take them out, but Nina won’t allow them to because she fights her own battles.

      The only person who doesn’t know about the shit Ricky and Tim give her is Miguel. If the old man heard half the things those asswipes have said to Horns, they would be kicked out and never allowed back in. But Nina refuses to say anything because she doesn’t want to go crying to Miguel when someone irritates her. None of the guys will say anything either because they don’t want to piss off Nina.

      Ricky reaches out toward Nina, and I grab the handle of the door and open it. I’m not sure if it’s me who wants to hit him because my fist has been itching to or if I’m going to protect Ricky from Nina because she’ll lay him out if he puts even a finger on her.

      “Don’t even think about it,” she says between clenched teeth.

      Ricky holds up his hands and backs off. “You know you want this.” He gestures to his body as if he’s a Greek god or something.

      “Can’t imagine that I will ever be that desperate.” She waves her hand as if she’s shooing a fly away.

      Ricky just chuckles. “It is only a matter of time. I’m gonna so love taming you.”

      “When hell freezes over,” she mutters as he walks away.

      “Howdy, Horns, I hear we are roomies,” I greet her with a big smile.

      “Hey, Tex. Have fun on vacation?”

      It would have been better if she had been there. “It was as fine as cream gravy.”

      She frowns at me, which she often does when I come up with sayings from home. More specifically, things my parents and grandparents always say, not necessarily anybody outside of my family. “Did Miguel tell you about Johnny?”

      I’m still pissed about that. “If brains were leather, that boy couldn’t saddle a flea.”

      She must have understood that saying because she chuckles.

      Damn, she has the prettiest smile. I just wish I got to see it a lot more, but Horns doesn’t smile all that much.

      I plop my bag on the counter and unzip it. “Got something for you.” Then I take the cactus out of my pack. “Merry Christmas, Horns.”

      She just stares at it. “You got me a cactus? Why?”

      “Saw it in a gift shop at the airport and it reminded me of you.”

      “How does that remind you of me?”

      They are strong, survive in the desert where nothing else can survive, save rattlesnakes. But they are pretty, and some produce the prettiest flowers and others are delicious. Of course, I don’t tell her any of that either. Instead, I just grin. “Because you are both prickly.”

      She gasps as if offended, but I know she’s not. There’s laughter in those soft grey eyes.

      “It’s about time you got here,” Miguel barks as he comes in from the back.

      “Sorry, Miguel.” I grab my duffle. I’m not scared of Miguel but I sure as hell respect him. Besides, he can be a grumbly guy and I bet he’s been very grumbly since Johnny took off. “Plane got delayed in Chicago,” I remind him. “I was stuck burning daylight all afternoon.”

      “Well, go put your stuff away and get back down here.” Miguel nods to Horns. “Nina’s been on the desk since the sun came up.”

      “Sorry, Horns.” I throw my bag over my shoulder and head down to the hall that leads to the apartment. “I’ll be back faster than a prairie fire with a tailwind.”
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