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PROLOGUE
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“You’re listed as an emergency contact.”

Katrina Carter held the phone up to her ear with an unsteady hand.

Emergency contact.

“His condition is critical.”

Critical.

Lorenzo Cade hadn’t been a part of her life for nearly ten years, not since he’d taken off before high school graduation. Before that, though... oh, before that he’d been her best friend. Her confidante. 

Her everything.

And he’d shattered her heart.

“Where...” She cleared her throat and sat in the chair beside her, tried to control her shaking. “Which hospital is this?”

“Montgomery Central.”

She couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped her as she pressed the fingers of her free hand to her trembling lips.

He’d come back.

He’d come back.

But why?

“Ms. Carter—"

“I’m on my way.” 
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CHAPTER 1
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Please don’t die, please don’t die, please don’t die...

Those words repeated in Katrina’s head, reverberating as she gently pushed a lock of Lorenzo’s dark hair back from his forehead. His eyes remained closed through her touch, through the beeping machines, through the bustle of the medical personnel in the hallway. No amount of her willing him to open them would make it happen, Katrina knew this, but it didn’t stop her from leaning down, placing a gentle kiss on his rust-stained cheek and whispering in his ear.

“I’m here, Ren. I’m here. Just open your eyes for me, okay?”

Nothing.

Not even a twitch from his large, strong hand that she’d taken into hers as she sat upright. She smelled the disinfectant soap they’d used on him as she brought his hand up to her lips and placed a kiss in his palm, damning her heart for constricting in her chest as she did so.

“They missed a spot.” She wasn’t sure if he could hear her or feel the touch of her fingertips to his cheek before her eyes darted to the clock on the wall.

It was 10 A.M.

She wasn’t supposed to be here.

She was supposed to be at the stables hiding her hungover eyes from the morning sun with oversized sunglasses. She was supposed to be laughing at Emily’s jokes over the drinks they’d shared the night before. She was supposed to be mulling over why she couldn’t seem to care about commitment to Timothy despite the fact they’d been dating for three years. She was supposed to be celebrating his latest promotion.

She wasn’t supposed to be with the man who’d shattered her heart beyond recognition, the one that had taken her years to get over. Sitting here with him, feeling the myriad of emotions in her soul, stirring up feelings she’d long since denied.

She was supposed to be having the time of her life.

Instead, she’d taken a call.

And that call had upended her entire being.

She hadn’t seen Lorenzo since he’d bailed before high school graduation, just after prom.

Just after they had...

“Ms. Carter?”

Katrina turned towards the questioning voice to see a young man standing in the doorway, not quite as disheveled as the others who had been in and out of the hospital room. His last name and title were embroidered on his white coat. Dr. Kincaid, it said. She licked her lips before she spoke.

“Trina. Please call me Trina.”

That’s what Lorenzo knew her by.

That’s who they’d asked for when she’d answered the call.

How had he known her number?

“Hello, Trina, I’m Dr. Kincaid.”

Her eyebrow involuntarily twitched, and she refrained from pointing at his coat and thanking him for stating the obvious. He held his hand out for her to shake, and she reluctantly released Lorenzo’s hand to do so. “Why hasn’t he been cleaned up thoroughly? Why is there dried blood on him?” 

She wondered in a moment of panic if Lorenzo would do the same for her, speak up for her if she couldn’t speak for herself.

But she couldn’t know that; he’d taken himself out of the equation that was her life long ago.

“I assure you that he will be. They may have missed a bit after the surgery, but I will let them know.”

She swallowed though her throat tightened.

Surgery.

Dr. Kincaid added words like internal bleeding and possible brain damage to the mix, all the while the word surgery lingered in her mind.

Lorenzo had hated hospitals.

He’d said he’d rather die than undergo surgery.

“We’re not sure the length of time between the accident and when it was discovered. He’d lost a lot of blood.”

Again, the obvious as far as the blood had been stated, but Katrina focused on other words.

Accident.

Length of time.

“...did you last hear from Mr. Cade?”

“Ten years ago.”

“Pardon?”

Trina lifted her chin slightly higher and repeated herself. “Ten years ago.”

When he’d declared his love.

When she’d done the same.

And then he’d vanished without so much as a goodbye.

“Willow Creek Road isn’t the busiest—"

“I’m sorry, did you say Willow Creek Road?” Her hand was also up pausing whatever else the doctor was going to say.

There were only two houses on Willow Creek Road. One belonged to her parents, and the other... oh, the other was the place she’d first laid eyes on the boy who stole her heart.

***
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“Thanks for being my plus one,” Emily said as she hugged Katrina before locking arms with her. “I can’t believe my new stepmonster has demanded a wedding. An actual wedding, here on the estate.” Emily’s voice was low as she steered her best friend around other milling guests.

“Yes, well what the bride wants,” Katrina began, then grinned, her slight dimples showing in her tanned cheeks. 

“Well, that bride is hardly old enough to drink let alone marry my father.” Emily paused her tirade. “Thank you also for dressing country club style,” she added, her voice even lower as other members of the country club were present. “Stepmummy dearest will appreciate not being shown up.”

“Not too dowdy?” Katrina asked, and Emily smirked.

“Love the ponytail. Oh, and the ribbons. Very schoolgirl.”

Katrina reached up to check, and right there were the ribbons she’d had to wear for the cheerleading squad’s pictures that morning. “Give me a quick moment, okay? I need to go take these out before the ceremony starts.”

“Yeah, well don’t be startled by the wait staff, or my new foster brother, if he ever decides to come out of hiding.”

“Another one?”

“Yeah, well the last two have been such grand successes that my father couldn’t wait to add one after they were gone.”

“It’s not like they need the money.”

“No, but they sure like to look like they’re giving back to the community in some way that isn’t avoiding taxes. Be back quick, okay? I have to stay out here.”

“But you’ll save my seat.”

“That’s what best friends are for.”

Katrina weaved her way through still-arriving guests into the back of the house, where the wait staff was scattered about ensuring everything would be ready. She knew the home well and was able to find the nearest bathroom without a problem, when she noticed a young man unfamiliar to her dressed in formal wear. He stood in the shadows, his head down, his hair disheveled as if he’d just run his fingers through it. His shoulders were broad and his neck thicker, one that showed there was probably muscles beneath the suit and tie. One corner of her mouth lifted as she watched him crook his neck from side to side before he inhaled sharply and turned to walk in her direction.

“Shit,” she muttered, realizing she’d passed the bathroom, which now had a small line forming at the door.

“Problems?”

He was beside her then, his voice smooth as butter as he peered down through her with dark brown eyes and lashes Katrina would die to have. His skin was darker as well, though he wasn’t quite as tan as she. And his hands... large, probably strong, and...

“I guess not,” he said with one raised shoulder, but before he could walk away from her, she opened her mouth.

And inserted her foot.

“Ribbons,” she said. The way he turned towards her slowly, his head cocked to the side, made her pulse take off in a rush. It was too late for her to be smooth, though, as she felt her face grow hot under his scrutiny. “I just...” She pointed to the back of her head. “Need to get rid of the ribbons.”

He reached around and pulled the silken material, the ribbons now in his hand.

“Oh, there you are!” Emily’s father was suddenly beside him, placing a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Trina, I see you’ve met Lorenzo. Wonderful. Perfect. If everyone could take your seats, please? I’m sure the bride is as excited to start this as I am.”

“Congratulations, Mr. Torrence,” Katrina said to him.

“Oh, don’t congratulate me yet, that might be bad luck. Are you coming, son?”

Through the corner of her eye, she noticed Lorenzo’s tight expression, one that was fleeting before he managed half a smile and walked off with Emily’s father, tucking the ribbons in his pants pocket as he did so.

Once in her seat, Katrina turned to Emily with wide eyes. “Wow,” was all she could manage to say.

“Wow, what wow?”

Katrina leaned in closer so that only her best friend could hear, motioning discreetly to where Lorenzo sat. “He is so damn hot.”

“Ugh, Lorenzo? He’s... well, he looks better in a suit, but trust me, Trina, that boy is bad news. Besides, he’s my foster brother. Hookups are a no go with that one, got it?”

Katrina sat back with a satisfied smile.

Gorgeous? Check.

Bad boy? Check.

Off limits? Check.

Her summer was suddenly looking exponentially brighter.
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CHAPTER 2
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Katrina sat beside Lorenzo, his hand in hers not quite the way she’d longed for. He slept on, breathing on his own but still unresponsive. His belongings were in a bag at her feet, yet she couldn’t bring herself to let go of his hand.

“Emergency contact, huh?” She sniffled and shifted in her seat. “Should I be flattered? Or insulted?” She gave his hand a squeeze she didn’t know if he could feel. “Were you awake when they found you? And... and... were you coming to find me? Or...”

Emily.

Emily would have to know by then if Lorenzo had shown up at her father’s estate.

“I don’t want to let go,” she whispered. 

But to find her cellphone, letting go of him is what she did. 

“I’m still here, Ren. I’m just... I’m calling Emily, okay?” She rummaged through her bag, where she’d dropped her phone in haste after getting the call. Finally finding it, she pulled up her contacts and found Emily’s number, pausing only briefly before pushing the button to call her.

Straight to voicemail.

“Em... Em, it’s Trina. I’m at the hospital, that’s why I couldn’t meet you. It’s... it’s Ren. He’s here, right here. But he’s been in an accident, and they don’t know...”

They didn’t know when he would wake up.

They didn’t know if he would wake up at all.

“I know that you’re not his biggest fan, but... but could you do me a favor? Could you let me know if he stopped to see your father? The crash, it was on Willow Creek Road. My parents are gone on vacation and... and please, could you check for me?”

Lorenzo was such a careful driver; he always had been, or at least he had back when he’d first gotten his license. Back when he would pick Trina up and take her to the park where they would run together, then hide in their spot in the woods and talk.

Just talk.

But she heard whispers about speeding and recklessness and possible impairment.

“I can’t believe you would do something like that, not on that road.” She took his hand in hers as she thought of the twists, the turns, the drop-offs on either side.

The missing guardrail.

Fighting tears, she gently ran her fingers through his hair where they had washed it with their special non-rinse shampoo, trying to get the blood out.

They’d failed.

“Do you remember the pool party?” she asked suddenly, then let out a short laugh through her tears. “The first one for you, I mean. Where you’d walked out in your jeans and leather jacket and stripped down to your trunks? You totally did that on purpose, drove all the girls crazy. I know you drove me crazy.”

***
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Katrina was accustomed to lounging in the chairs by Emily’s pool; it was something that they did quite often over the summer months. Emily’s parents owned an estate full of pools, tennis courts, riding stables, and a guest house while Katrina’s parents simply owned a spacious, sprawling house on the other side of Willow Creek Road. While Emily would occasionally frequent Katrina’s home for sleepovers and such, it was here by the pool where the girls would spend most of their summers.

This day was the grand 4th of July celebration that they had every year, where all the students who ranked in Emily’s social circle would be invited for a pool party. While no alcohol was given by Emily’s parents, a few people were able to sneak in bottles of contents to be poured into sodas and juices.

It was also the first party since the wedding of Mr. Torrence to his very lovely, and very young, bride.

“They’ve wanted their privacy,” Emily said with a crinkled-up nose. “Just... ew.”

Katrina laughed. “I think it’s cute.”

“Cute? She’s, what, 8 years older than me?”

“They’re in love,” Judith said as she walked over, hips swaying in her barely-there bikini. “Where’s the latest token child?”

“Lorenzo?” Emily’s mouth turned down in a frown. “Who knows and who cares?”

Katrina cared. No, care was the wrong word for it. She needed her ribbons back, that’s what it was.

Debra, another member of the cheerleading squad, sat in the chair beside Katrina and stretched out her legs. “I need more sun. Trina, you make all of us look pasty.”

Katrina smiled at her. “I can’t help that I tan easily.”

“It makes us wonder about you,” Emily added, and Katrina felt unease take hold. Emily tended to be less than receptive to those who looked even remotely different from her, and Katrina couldn’t stand it. 

There were many things about Emily she was beginning to dislike.

“Oh, look. The help’s here.”

Like when she said things along those lines.

It wasn’t help at all. Instead, it was a tall, tanned boy in a leather jacket and torn blue jeans with his hair in disarray.

“Holy hotness,” Judith purred.

“Sign me up to help with him,” Debra added.

Katrina stayed silent as he shrugged out of his jacket revealing his lean, toned body. No sign of actual tan lines; no, this boy was naturally darker, though not by much. She watched with pure fascination as he undid his jeans and pulled them down, revealing deep blue swim trunks beneath them. Even his legs were toned. He stepped out of the jeans with ease and kicked them to the side and began his walk around the pool.

“He’s totally coming over here,” Judith half-whispered.

“He totally better not,” Emily snapped.

His eyes stayed on the water rather than trailing to the girls, three of which were watching every guarded move of his.

And then he dove in, sending droplets of water onto them.

“Hey!” Emily shook the iPhone in her hand. “Do you mind?”

“He hasn’t even come back up for air,” Judith said.

“So, he didn’t hear you,” Debra added.

“No shit.”

“Em,” Katrina said softly, “is he really that bad?”

“What I don’t want,” Emily replied, “is a bunch of friends over just to get a glimpse of him. He’s a jerk. An asshole. Doesn’t even respond when spoken to.”

Katrina’s eyes shifted to the pool where Lorenzo emerged and shook his head, sending more droplets of water spraying, though this time they were on the opposite side of the Olympic sized pool. Had she come over simply to see him? No... no, Emily was her best friend. She had come over for the annual bash, this time with rum snuck into her Pepsi. She took a sip and smiled as she watched Lorenzo emerge from the pool, water running down his legs as he grabbed his jeans and leather jacket and disappeared into the pool house.

“Really?” Emily scoffed. “He’s doing this just to piss me off.”

“Oh, honey,” Judith said with a laugh, “he can piss you off any time he pleases if we get a show like that.”

Katrina remained silent as she sipped her drink, thinking of how right Judith was.

***
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“Ma’am,” a nurse said to Katrina as she entered the room. “Visiting hours are over. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

Katrina’s lower lip began to tremble as she looked down at Lorenzo, so helpless as he battled to come back. “What if...” She couldn’t even finish the sentence without tears welling in her eyes.

“Then we’ll call you, I promise.”

“Pinky swear?” Katrina asked, her voice barely audible.

“Pardon?”

“It’s nothing,” she said as she stood. “I’ll be back first thing in the morning.” She’d have to call work, but she had vacation time saved up. Emily would simply have to understand that she wouldn’t be going to Cancun.

Not now.

Not when Lorenzo needed her.

“Are you going to take his belongings? Truth, they’d be safer with you than with him. Sad to say, but true. We’ve had a couple of orderlies we’ve had to let go because of—”

“Got them,” Katrina cut the nurse off. She lifted the bag with a sigh, then looked over her shoulder, pausing. She turned back around and leaned down next to Lorenzo’s ear. “I’ll be back, okay? You fight to come back to me.”

If that’s what he’d intended in the first place.

She’d been named his ‘emergency contact’ after all.

The drive to her beachfront condo was uneventful, and she soon found herself deep into a glass of wine with a bag containing bloody clothing, a demolished cellphone, and a notebook, rust stains on the cover and along the top edges of the paper. She lifted it carefully, stifling a sob as inside of the front cover in red ink had her name, her number. How had he gotten her number? Had he known it the whole time? Or had he gotten it from Emily’s parents? Did Emily’s parents even have her number?

Had he gotten it from Emily?

Katrina checked her cellphone again, sighing when she had no missed calls and no texts. Maybe Emily had slept her hangover away and was going to stand her up as she had done on more than one occasion. She shot a quick text, telling her it was an emergency and that she needed her to call.

There were more names, more numbers, lists that looked like someone getting ready to throw one hell of a party. Cases of rum? Who ordered rum by the case?

Inside of the bag was one more item.

Lorenzo’s wallet.

“Will looking through all of this make me the creepiest person ever?” Katrina asked herself aloud in the empty apartment that had been full of guests just the night before. She brushed away tears she hadn’t noticed were falling and swore under her breath before taking another sip of wine.

Then she opened his wallet.

His driver’s license was the first thing she noticed.

The second was that he lived only 40 minutes away.

Anger spread through her veins like wildfire. Only 40 minutes away and he hadn’t bothered to come see her until now? Now, when her life was fully under control, when she hadn’t thought about him every waking minute?

If that’s what he’d intended at all.

“Damn it.” She placed the wallet aside, feeling more like a voyeur into a stranger’s life than the ‘emergency contact’ he’d named her as. She knew exactly what she needed at that moment, and it wasn’t more wine. Without hesitation, she picked up her cellphone and called her brother’s phone number.

“Trina! What up with thee?”

“I need your help, Justin.”

“Whoa, whoa, this sounds serious.”

She sniffled slightly as she shifted in her chair. “It is.”

“What’s this about?”

Her resolve began to crumble as she thought of Lorenzo, his surgery, his internal bleeding.

His possible brain damage.

And the tears began to flow.

“Trina?”

“It’s Ren, Justin. It’s Ren.”

“Say no more. I’m on my way.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Katrina turned towards the door as Justin let himself in with the key that she’d given to him. “That was quick,” she said through her still-falling tears.

“Hey...” He was in front of her now, pulling her into a warm embrace, allowing her tears to fall instead of telling her she didn’t need to cry. Only just under 9 months younger than her, Justin was her confidante in all things regarding her life.

And he’d been close with Lorenzo as well.

“What... what is all of this?” Justin asked as he moved back and ran his fingers through his short sun-lightened hair, such a contrast to Katrina’s which was dark and long. Their eyes were similar, shaped the same, although Justin’s were a light blue and Katrina’s were gray. “Trina?”

“Sorry, just... mind. Elsewhere.”

“What are you doing with Lorenzo’s wallet? Is that blood? Shit, Trina, is he dead?”

Katrina shook her head as she brushed away tears. “He was in an accident. He’s at Montgomery General, critical condition.”

“But how...” Justin looked at the clothing, the notebook, the wallet. 

“He named me as his emergency contact somehow.” Katrina shrugged as she willed unsuccessfully for her tears to stop. “He had my phone number and they called me.”

“Does anyone else know?”

Katrina shook her head. “I wasn’t able to get ahold of Emily. I’m sorry I didn’t call you sooner. I figured you’d be busy with work.”

“Yeah, my shift just ended. Judith knows I’m here.”

“I still can’t forgive you for marrying her,” Katrina joked, and Justin grinned.

“Hey, you said I couldn’t date anyone on the cheerleading squad. You said nothing about the drill team.”

“At least it wasn’t Emily.”

“It would never have been Emily.” Justin shuddered and Katrina nudged him. “I’m being nice,” he cut off her admonishment. “But there has to be someone in this mess for you to call, someone in his life now.”

Katrina hated the constriction in her heart at that thought, of someone else being with Lorenzo.

Someone else making love to him.

She didn’t have that right, though. There was Timothy.

And there was the fact that Lorenzo had left her.

“Trina, did you see this?” Justin pulled a business card from Lorenzo’s wallet and flipped it over several times. “The print is kinda small, but...”

“Cade’s,” she read from the front of the card.

“Cade’s what, though?” Justin asked as he squinted at the numbers below while he put them into his phone.

“Justin, what are you doing?”

“Seeing if there’s someone else who needs to know what happened. He obviously has a life. I mean, look at the notebook. Something tells me... ah, hi,” he said to whomever had answered the phone. Katrina leaned forward, hanging on Justin’s every word. “I’m looking for the manager. Nope, not a complaint, just very... yes. I mean no, I’m not looking to speak to Lorenzo Cade. Did he leave someone in charge? Okay, well when he gets a chance, please have him call Justin Carter.” Katrina’s eyes were locked with Justin’s as he gave his number, thanked the person on the other line, and hung up.

“No luck.”

“Well, I know it’s a bar.”

Katrina almost smiled.

“He followed his dream,” Justin added.

“Yeah. Yeah, he sure did.”

“And whenever this Martin person is free, he’s going to call.”

“Martin.” Katrina picked up the notebook, the one with her name and number inside, and flipped through the pages until she found what she was looking for. “This... it might be a home number, or it might be a cell. But you can try it.”

“You’re not in any shape to, that’s for damn sure.”

“You state the obvious.”

“As always.”

“Justin—”

“It’s okay, Trina. I’ve got this.” He held out the pinky of his free hand. “Pinky swear.”

She bit back another sob as she locked pinkies with him. “Thank you.”

“Anytime.” He sat back as he pushed the call button on his phone to try the other number. “Shit. Straight to voicemail.” He began pushing other buttons on his phone as he squinted at the poorly designed card.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s only 30 minutes or so from here.”

“And?”

“And this Martin needs to know his boss is out of commission.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” she said as she stood. “I need you.”

“That’s why you’re coming with me.” 

***
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Katrina and Justin locked up their bikes at the park near the beginning of the running trail. “Did you get them?” Katrina asked.

“Me? I thought you... I’m kidding.” He grinned after Katrina shot a glare in his direction. He pulled a pack of cigarettes out of the inside pocket of his jean jacket. “Why do you think I’m wearing this thing in the heat?”

“Don’t be an ass.”

“Aren’t I always? No, wait, don’t answer.”

Katrina laughed as she began first with a quick walk, then a steady jog on the path.

“We aren’t seriously running today, are we?” Justin kept pace with her, the cigarettes hidden in his jacket pocket again.

“Just until we’re in the woods.”

“This is a really creepy running path, by the way.”

“Which is why Mom insists I take you with me. As if you’ll keep me out of trouble.”

“Hey, the baseball training has me lifting weights.”

“Doesn’t make you a badass or anything.”

“Sure, it does. Speaking of badass, I hear our football team has one hell of a blocker. They’re even thinking of moving him to varsity.”

“Oh yeah? Who’s that?”

“Lorenzo Cade.”

A smile touched her lips. 

He was on the football team.

And she was a cheerleader.

“Is he a freshman, too?”

“Yep, otherwise he’d already be varsity. I think he’s older, though.”

“Like he got held back?”

“Yeah, something like that. Is this our turn?”

“Hmm? Oh, right. Yes.” The siblings turned off the paved path onto a winding dirt trail that led into the woods until the trees surrounded them, a curtain to hide them from those who would run or walk by. Their usual perch was damp from the recent rain as were the fallen leaves beneath their feet.

“I’ve got the smokes. Did you grab a lighter?” Justin asked, and Katrina’s mouth fell open.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

“You said grab the smokes. I did.”

“And what are we supposed to do, eat them?”

“Hey... hey!” A young man’s voice filled the space and they heard quick footsteps, the sound of someone running. Katrina’s eyes widened and Justin quickly hid the cigarettes again before they were busted. “Hey! Are you okay?”

Katrina turned towards the voice then, and there Lorenzo stood, panting, hands clenched.

He’d thought she was in trouble.

“No... no, we’re good here.” She smiled at him, thanking the gods or whomever had intervened to give her another chance to talk to him. “This is my brother, Justin.”

Lorenzo and Justin were sizing one another up, though at the mention of the word ‘brother’ Lorenzo’s hands had unclenched. Lorenzo nodded to Justin, who nodded in return. 

“You ran in here thinking I was going to hurt her, didn’t you?” Justin asked, and after a moment’s hesitation, Lorenzo answered.

“Yes.”

A slight smile tugged at Katrina’s lips. “I’m good, thank you. I’d be better if my bonehead brother had remembered a lighter. You wouldn’t happen to have one?”

Again, Lorenzo hesitated. “Yeah,” he finally said. “You wouldn’t happen to have a cigarette I could bum off you?” He pulled a zippo out of his jeans pocket, flipping it open with ease.

“Fuck yeah we do,” Justin replied, pulling the nearly full pack out of his pocket. 

“Gracias.” Lorenzo lit the cigarette that Justin had given him, and Katrina watched in fascination as he took a long drag and exhaled, making a perfect ring before blowing out the rest of the smoke.

“Earth to Trina,” Justin said, holding out a cigarette and the Zippo lighter.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, playing it cool. She lit her own cigarette and held the Zippo in her hand, flipping it over as she exhaled. Plain silver, no markings but plenty of scuffs on it. 

“It’s almost out of fluid,” Lorenzo said to her before she could strike it and bring up another flame.

“Our father has one,” she said, still flipping it in her hand, though closed now. “We could get it filled for you.”

“Why?”

His question confused her, and she glanced at him again before returning her attention to the Zippo. “Because that’s what friends do.” She looked him in the eye then, challenging him to deny a friendship.

His gaze was intense, his dark eyes locked with her grey ones, and she watched as he swallowed, his Adams apple moving slowly.

“Yeah,” was all he said.

It was enough.

It was more than enough.

It was everything.

***
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“I know it was hard on you,” Justin broke the silence between them causing Katrina to turn her head in his direction. They’d only been on the road for 15 minutes and she already could feel the tension rising as they rode towards their destination.

“Hard?” she asked. “It devastated me. You know that.”

“Yeah, well it devastated me, too. He was my best friend. I know it’s not the same, but...” His voice trailed off and he shifted in his seat, picking up speed as the limit raised. 

“No, it isn’t. And he was my best friend, too. Aside from you.”

Justin reached over with his right hand and took her left in his, giving it a light squeeze. “We’ll get to the bottom of this, okay? We’ll find out why he left, why he came back. Whatever it was that made him leave, it had to be huge. I know how much he loved you.”

“You don’t hurt someone like that when you love them.”

“Trina, we don’t know much of what he went through before we met him. Just that he’d been in foster care since he was, what, eight?”

“Six,” she corrected him.

“Maybe he’d had enough of Emily,” Justin joked, never fond of Katrina’s closest current friend. “And maybe that’s Judith’s problem, too. You never seem to go anywhere without her.”

“Judith is friends with Emily, too.”

Justin squeezed Katrina’s hand. “Maybe just come over without her sometime. Or without Timothy.”

“Why do you never like my boyfriends?”

“I liked Lorenzo.”

Katrina stifled a sob as tears threatened yet again. “This is a bad idea.”

“This is the best idea we’ve got until he wakes up and starts talking.” He locked their pinkies without ever taking his eyes off the road. “Pinky swear.”

With another sniffle, she nodded. “Pinky swear.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Justin pulled his car into the almost empty lot just before 11 that evening. Katrina looked up at the broken sign above the bar and sighed, wondering to herself if it had been damaged in the recent storms.

Wondering why it hadn’t been replaced yet.

“Do you want to stay here?” Justin asked her, and she shook her head.

“No, I...” She wanted to see the inside, see if it fit the vision Lorenzo had gone over so many times during their high school years.

“Okay, then.” Justin unbuckled his seatbelt. “Let’s do this.”

Katrina followed him up to the building, her stomach churning at the thought of the people behind that door. Who in there cared for him? Did anyone, or had he held them all at arm’s length?

Would there be another woman, one who would cry the way that she had?

Justin was full of confidence as he opened the door, the sound of the jukebox loud within, drowning out most of the conversation amongst the customers. There weren’t many left. Some sat at tables finishing up food, and there were a couple of older men at the bar nursing their drinks. The floor was sticky beneath her feet as she surveyed the room around her, the one that seemed to hold secrets.

The one place where no one would ask them of you.

But to her, as she fought against the anxiety building up in her, the side who could see Lorenzo standing behind the bar, it was the one place that could divulge them.

Katrina followed Justin up to the bartender, who was using a rag to clean the inside of a glass..

“What can I get for you?” he asked without looking up.

“We’re looking for Martin,” Justin replied.

The man set the glass down and eyed them suspiciously. “You found him. What can I do for you?”

Justin leaned in closer. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“What is this about?”

“Lorenzo Cade.”

“He’s not here.”

“Please, sir,” Katrina finally spoke up. “We know he isn’t. We need to speak with you.”

Martin paused for a moment, then nodded. “Jamie,” he called out over the music, “you’re up.”

A younger man who was throwing darts looked over his shoulder. “Sure thing,” he said, then Martin gestured towards Justin and Katrina to follow him.

“Back in the office,” he called out over his shoulder. Katrina followed them back down a hallway into a small office, its door having seen better days and looking like it had been kicked in at least once. Having known Lorenzo, he’d probably done it himself after locking his keys inside. 

But that was the Lorenzo from ten years ago.

She wasn’t sure who he was now.

There were papers strewn about the small wooden desk that sat in the corner and the black file cabinet, which had scrapes along the side, had one drawer that wasn’t quite shut. There were only two chairs in the room, the black chair seated at the desk and a smaller orange bucket chair along the wall. There were no pictures on the paneled walls, other than framed licenses. A one-dollar bill was pinned along with several business cards to a bulletin board beside the desk which had either fallen from the wall or had never hung on one to begin with.

Martin motioned in Katrina’s direction, asking if she could shut the door behind her, and as she did, she noticed what was hanging on the doorknob.

A leather jacket.

His leather jacket.

When it fell from the knob, she picked it up, the familiar scent of Lorenzo washing over her as she did so.

“Sorry about that,” Martin said as he took the jacket from her. “He’s not the neatest person in the world, but he’s one of the good ones. I don’t know what kind of business he has with the two of you, but—”

“Not business,” Justin said quickly. “Trina, why don’t you sit down?”

“Trina,” Martin repeated, his eyes narrowed as he looked at her. Katrina’s legs were shaky as she sunk into the orange chair, her eyes still fixated on the jacket.

“Yeah, I’m Justin Carter, this is my sister Trina. We’re friends... were friends of Lorenzo’s.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. Listen, I’m... fuck, I hate to...”

“Where’s he locked up?”

Katrina let out a short laugh, one that bordered on hysteria. Locked up.

If only he were.

“No, there’s... there’s been an accident,” Justin said, his voice louder, surer than Katrina’s could be. “He was in an accident today, and we found this card in his wallet.”

“What the hell were you doing with his wallet?”

“Emergency contact,” Katrina whispered, though she couldn’t be heard.

“They called my sister, gave her things to him.”

“Damn it.” Martin sat down in the black chair, Lorenzo’s jacket now draped across the messy desk. “Damn it, just... did he suffer?”

“He’s still alive,” Justin replied with a shake of his head. “I’m sorry, I really suck at being the bearer of bad news. It’s normally Trina who handles that, but she’s not doing so good today. This, it all came as one hell of a shock.”

“Tell me, friends of Lorenzo’s,” Martin began, “how long has it been since you’ve seen him?”

“He split right before graduation ten years ago. As far as I know he hasn’t been back before today.”

“Did you ever try to look for him?”

Yes.

Yes, she had.

She’d only come up empty.

Then social media had blossomed, and she’d been too afraid of what she would find.

“He didn’t seem to want to be found,” was all Justin said in return. “He’s at Montgomery General, in pretty bad shape.”

“I don’t know why they didn’t call me,” Martin said. 

“They called Trina, said she was listed as his emergency contact.”

Martin opened a drawer and pulled something out of it. He looked down at the item, then back at Justin. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

“How?” Katrina finally spoke. “How does that sound right?”

Martin handed the item—a photograph—to her, and tears filled her eyes.

It was the three of them... her, Justin, and Lorenzo... taken the first day of their freshman year of high school. They were all smiling at whomever had taken the photo...if memory served her correctly, it had been Judith. 

Lorenzo was wearing that leather jacket, the last day he did for quite some time.

Martin leaned towards her, sincerity and questions in his eyes. “You tell me.” 

***
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“So,” Justin was saying as he walked with Katrina to the bus stop, “we’re officially freshman.”

“You’re officially lucky I no longer find you annoying,” Katrina quipped in return.

“You don’t find me annoying because of who I’m friends with.”

“What?” Katrina frowned, wondering if she was as transparent as Justin perceived her to be.

“You’ve got a thing for Cade.”

“His name is Lorenzo.”

“Fine, but you’ve still got a thing for him. You didn’t have to snap when he asked if we were twins, by the way.”

“That’s because we’re not. You don’t turn fourteen until next summer.”

“Yeah, but I’m smarter than you and kill you academically.”

“Keep talking like that and there won’t be anything left of you,” Katrina teased with an easygoing smile. “Remember, no dating anyone on the cheerleading squad.”

“No cheerleaders, got it.” They were the first to arrive to the clearing between the two properties where Emily and Lorenzo would meet them for the bus, only to see Lorenzo walking alone towards the stop.

“What gives?” Justin called out to him. “Emily missing her first day of high school?”

Lorenzo merely shook his head, and Katrina knew that she had been driven. She’d already raised hell with her parents about having to take the bus to begin with. She must have won that battle. Still...

“Why didn’t you get a ride with her?” Katrina asked, and one side of Lorenzo’s mouth twitched up in a smile.

“Needed my fix before school,” he answered.

Fix of what she wanted to say.

Instead, she remained silent as he pulled out a half pack of cigarettes and his zippo from the inside pocket of his leather jacket. He lit one cigarette and passed it to Justin, who happily accepted and then it was passed to Katrina. She inhaled long and slow, letting the smoke out as she passed the cigarette back to Lorenzo. They could hear the bus making its way up the road, so he quickly extinguished the cigarette, tossing the rest of it aside before the bus was in full view.

“Feel better?” she asked, and Lorenzo gave her a half smile.

“Loads,” he replied. “What’s this?” His fingertips grazed her shoulder where the strap of her black spaghetti strap tank set.

“It’s called clothing.”

“It’s called you didn’t pay attention to the dress code,” Justin interjected.

“I’m protesting,” Katrina corrected him, her head held high. “Girls’ shoulders aren’t something that need covering all the time. And besides, objectification is the problem of the person thinking whatever impure thoughts are... don’t laugh at me, I’m being serious.”

“Here.” Lorenzo eased the leather jacket off his shoulders and down his arms before holding it out to Katrina. “The bus is here, Trina. Take the jacket.”

“Whatever,” she muttered, taking the jacket from his hands and putting it on. It was large on her and heavy, the smell of cigarette smoke and Lorenzo enveloping her senses. Her stomach dived even before he put his hand on the small of her back, urging her to go onto the bus before he did.

“Judith! Just the person I’ve been wanting to see,” Justin said smoothly before sliding into the seat next to her. Katrina took the seat behind them and scooted over for Lorenzo, who hesitated briefly before taking the seat.

He smells amazing, she thought.

I get to smell him all day long.

“Did you get into sociology?” Judith asked as she turned towards Katrina.

“Yeah.”

“You, too?” Lorenzo asked, his hand out. “Schedule.”

“Fine, nosy.” Katrina handed him her schedule as Judith pulled her camera out. 

“Okay, all of you together. Squeeze in,” she instructed. “Gotta have a picture of the three stooges.”

“Hey, now,” Justin said. “We’re far cooler than that.”

“Keep telling yourselves that. Get closer.”

Katrina leaned forward, her chin on her brother’s shoulder, and she felt Lorenzo’s presence fill her entire being as he eased in beside her.

“Okay, everyone, smile.”

“That means you, too, Cade,” Justin said, and Lorenzo let out a short laugh.

“Whatever,” he said, the laughter still in his voice.

“And that was perfect.” Judith turned around as she looked at her screen, which Katrina could see from her vantage point.

The Carter siblings smiling, and Lorenzo with a half-smile on his face that was so close to Katrina she could still feel the heat radiating off him.

Or was she simply that flustered from being in such close proximity with his prized leather jacket on her small frame?

“I want a copy of that,” she said, and Judith smiled over her shoulder.
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