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A: 19

L: 23 25

The crossed-out number had me thinking of keeping score. A... Ace? Who was L?

Or was it anything? It could have been the latest score to a local sports game for all I knew. 

I tapped my fingernails against the marble of the counter and considered the information, an odd collection of notes. 

Then I noticed the indentions, notes that had been written out on the previous page.

I bent over, angling to see if I could pick out what it was. No chance. The lights were too bright in the bathroom to make it out.

I returned to the bedroom and went to the desk off to the side. I found a desk set with a notepad in the drawer and fished out a piece of paper and a pencil.

I went back to the bathroom and wrote down what had been written before. Then I worked carefully, using the edge of the pencil against the piece of paper, doing my best with the smaller torn pieces. I used the graphite to outline the dents in the page,

There were a couple of phone numbers jotted down, a book title and author name.

But in the corner was another scorecard.

A: 19

L: 22

A daily score.

Again, I suspected Ace was the A, but I could have been wrong. This could have been how many times Soma has beat a rival at chess online. 

I doubted it. The initials didn’t make sense.

Who or what was L?
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Revenge planning took up a lot of hours. I’d barely slept.

Inside Tissu Deux, Gretta’s currently closed fashion boutique, five of us sat on plush white couches. Near us was a low wooden stage that Gretta often used as part of her designing process, modeling high-end and celebrity clients. Today, we’d pulled the couches together and faced each other. Behind us were mannequins on pedestals, each displaying outfits different from each other, from ball gowns to casual beach wear. The stage’s lights were on, the brightness diminished by the overhead lights way above us in the high ceiling. 

Gretta sat on one of the arms of the couches, poised in black slacks and dark gray blouse, a fashionable purple sash in her hair to give her some color. She always downplayed her own wardrobe, which I was familiar with, given our similar careers.

“Let’s get acquainted, shall we?” Gretta said. She pointed to a lanky girl sitting on the first couch. “Local debutant, or socialite slash local celebrity...and also the target of attempted murder.”

The girl grimaced. “Ahh,” Celeste said. “Kinda. Maybe.” She had a doll-like face, dainty features and lips that seemed always slightly puckered for a kiss. I wasn’t sure if that was natural or if she was more poised and at the ready all the time and used to it. She wore an oversized t-shirt where the collar had woven gemstones that glittered, another Gretta creation, along with some slouchy cotton pants. Refined, but cozy.

“No maybe,” Gretta said to her. “Don’t downplay what happened.” She reached out to her to touch her arm. “Not to mention when you uncovered some shenanigans within your own father’s company.”

Celeste frowned, making creases at her lips and between her brows. “I should have caught it happening.”

Gretta turned away from Celeste and motioned to me. I crossed my arms, sitting back on the couch, on which I sat alone. It was oddly sounding more like a therapy session. Maybe we needed it after what we’d been through.

I’d worn a loose-fitting, bleached cotton mesh top above a more comfortable halter tank shirt, and shorter jean shorts than I was used to, but Gretta thought it looked cute. I also wore large sunglasses for the brightness of the room hurting my eyes, and also to hide dark circles that even makeup wasn’t able to hide.

I’d trust no one else to such opinions. I’d become more reliant on her picking out my clothes the last few weeks while my mind had been preoccupied.

Gretta introduced me. “Evelyn. Atlanta transplant. Fashion wardrobe coordinator and whistleblower for the industry.”

“I make no claim to the second,” I said, lifting the sunglasses to show her I was concerned with her phrasing. “I just spoke my mind.”

“And drew quite a lot of attention,” Gretta said. “Including the attention of someone who manipulated everyone around him using you as bait. Used you for his amusement while you went through some personal humiliations, one after another, and ruined your career.”

I retracted my head and rolled my eyes, and then slowly lowered the sunglasses to hide behind again. “While I might disagree with the phrasing, it is completely accurate.”

“And Rainee,” Gretta said, turning to one of the two girls on the couch furthest away. The taller one poised herself, crossed her legs at the ankles as her name was mentioned. 

The woman next her hooted. “You tell them,” she hollered. She was the only one that refused a fashion treatment by Gretta, instead choosing to mix and match to her own body some bright, tight clothing and a healthy adornment of gold jewelry. “She’s a crazy bi—”

“Future!” Rainee raised a smooth two fingers at her. With a calm and collected tone I was in envy of, she spoke. “Wait, cousin,” she said. “Remember, we’re amid local royalty here. I ain’t never seen a finer collection of high quality. We must be civil. Let’s practice some restraint on our language here.”

Future bounced her head a few times on her neck. “You’ve got that right. We are the finest ladies here in the city. Don’t mind the gun in my skirt, girls. Right now I’m joining your team. Team Kick Some A—”

Rainee sent her one terrifying look, and Future jerked her head and then mouthed the rest of the vulgarities she wanted to convey to us.

Gretta continued, “Rainee is the most well-known woman in local event circles. She’s part of every charity event, even for the local boys only clubs objectifying...” She coughed shortly. “Let’s just say romanticizing a history well not worth the effort.”

“That ain’t all,” Future called out. She elbowed her cousin next to her. “Tell her about the people we’ve had arrested.” She didn’t wait for her to talk. “All those hellions who wanted to bring her down because she was a woman. Or black. Or beautiful. Or sexy.”

Rainee wore a sarong dress, red and tied in such a way that accentuated her curves. She also wore her hair up, tied with a similarly colored cotton cloth, but open so her natural curls flowed out the back like water. She was the most poised, the most eloquent of us all, I felt. “My dear Future, we don’t boast about the misfortunate and misguided individuals.”

Gretta coughed once to get our attention. “Local social snobs tried to have her committed to an insane asylum.”

At this, Rainee looked away. “I barely escaped.”

“The point is,” Gretta continued, “we’ve a problem in this town. Some of the boys have been very, very naughty.” She straightened. “No one gets to misbehave in this town. Unfortunately, the ones we’re going after, the city sees them as perfect angels. And they’ve tainted our reputations. Time to return the favor.”

“Darn tootin’,” Future said. She pointed a long, red-painted fingernail at the armrest of the couch. “You’re lucky you called me in. Rainee had the common sense to get some help with this.”

“You’re very welcome to join us,” Gretta said. “And I’ve called in some extra help, so we’re waiting on them to arrive. In the meantime, I thought it was worthwhile if we caught each other up on what exactly happened, and who the major players are.” She motioned to me. “Evelyn, why don’t you start?”

I coughed delicately, unsure where to begin. “I don’t know. It’s a little unbelievable.”

Celeste shook her head and sat back in her space on the couch. “No worse than mine.”

“Did we not mention the insane asylum part?” Future said. “Did you hear that?”

Rainee leaned in, a sympathetic pout forming on her face. “Darlin’,” she said softly, “I understand if you’re nervous, but I think we’ve all been through some bad times. If you don’t want to talk about it now, I can go.”

“Nice of you to offer,” I said. “But I’ll go. I don’t mind sharing.”

And I did.
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A couple months earlier...

I stood near a bus station sign on a gravel lane. Sweat soaked through my clothes. The snap to my Hermès Dogon Duo wallet was wearing down with how many times I opened and closed it, waiting for signs of life. The shorts’ pockets were too snug for it, but stuffing the wallet into my drenched bra could damage the leather. It was too big for that anyway. Holding it in my hands or leaving it beside me on the ground seemed to be my only options.

New life lesson number one: Hitchhiking might be the best way to disappear without a trace, but it comes with hazards.

My cheeks caught fire as I recalled the phone call I got from a friendly neighbor, warning me not to go home.

“The police are piled up outside your door, inside your apartment,” she’d said with disdain oozing from her voice. “There’s camera crews lined up around the street.”

Word was that my boyfriend—ahem, ex-boyfriend—was selling prescription pills when I wasn’t home.

I was floored when I heard and caught a live feed link on Twitter. The police streamed out of my apartment with everything I owned: my pink T-shirt Feral Childe dress, my cotton cashmere M. Patmos pants, and other precious designer clothing crumpled into clear little plastic bags to be locked away.

He’d kept his stashes in the pockets of my clothes and inside my shoes. I had to watch as garments were carried out. The ones in the very front, on display in my closet. Very special garments I wore with care, as they were the most expensive. Did he stash them in all of them? Did they have to take in the actual clothes? Couldn’t they just take the drugs?

What an idiot! We had a good life. I had a great job. He had a great bod. And he didn’t mind that I occasionally went away on weekends alone to some beach resort or sometimes to vineyards or spa retreats. It worked for us. He wasn’t for forever, but was my good for the moment.

There was no way my job would take me back after the fiasco ended up on the evening news. There was no way I’d take him back after destroying everything. Scandals weren’t in my five-year plan. I needed a clean slate.

And a better taste in boyfriends. Or did I even need one? 

It was as good a reason as any to make a sudden life change, only my dream of disappearing into the night to start a life somewhere else with a fresh slate wasn’t working out so hot.

More like too hot...

Miles from nowhere. Everything was baking, sweltering. The Georgia summer sun spared me no mercy. It was going to take a lot of damage control to fix my skin. I wanted nothing more than an aloe bath and a gallon of ice water.

Cell phone dead. Dust was somehow getting under the rhinestone cover. I hoped it wasn’t broken, and at the same time, I was tempted to leave it behind. I didn’t want to turn it on later to field the calls or be told I was fired.

I didn’t need to be told. I knew I was. 

Maybe I could sell it, but I’d still need to turn it on to delete the data.

I cried when one of my Valentino Rock Stud flip flops broke. Pure torture is piecing back together $300 shoes with a tiny bit of duct tape I recycled from a dingy truck seat.

Disappearing without a trace was costing me a fortune.

I debated walking or trying to wait things out where I was. It was around noon, so the heat was only going to get worse. I’d give anything for water and shade. I dipped my hand into my shirt, pulling the band of my bra to give my boobs some air, and raised my shirt all the way up to my chest. The more expensive the bra, the heavier it gets while sweating. I was tempted to take it off, but I didn’t want it to get dirty. I was hoping to salvage it. I’d need to look good if I wanted to land another job. Walking meant wearing the material out while it was wet, and I was already burned; I didn’t need rashes on top of it.

I sat down on a hump of gravel, propping up my arms with my knees and lowering my head. I needed to hide my face from the sun to prevent much more burning.

If I didn’t get out of this sun, I was going to die of heat exposure.

A far-off rumbling sounded like distant thunder, and my heart lifted. Rain? Perfect. I needed it.

Instead, in the distance, a cloud of dust was billowing, the source heading in my direction. It had to be a car.

Even better!

I sprung up and stuffed my dead phone into my pocket. I ran out into the middle of the road, waving my arms.

My heart thundered, echoing the sound of the car tires over the gravel. With the pot-holed gravel road, it was taking forever for the car to get close.

I was tempting fate again. It could be another jerk. The last person I climbed into the car with told me once we were out here in the middle of nowhere to give him a hand job. I refused, jumped out of the car when he persisted, and he left me stranded.

Maybe this time I wouldn’t refuse a hand favor if someone could at least get me to a town.

What had my life come to?

I waved more as the car got closer, and I put out a thumb. That was a sign for hitchhiking still, right?

The car seemed to speed up and turned slightly as if veering to go around me.

Was the driver going to try to pass me?

Don’t do this to me! Be a civilized human being, please!

I widened my stance, keeping to the dead center of the road. The narrow lane meant they couldn’t ignore me. There was a ditch on either side they couldn’t avoid unless they wanted to hurt the car.

Unless they planned to crash into me.

I clenched my jaw and waited, waved, and hoped.

The car zoomed toward me, and I suddenly felt like we were playing chicken.

Sports car. Old model. I made a wild, hopeful guess it was a man inside.

I took a chance and lifted my shirt, exposing my breasts to get his attention.

Desperate times...

If he wouldn’t stop to help out of kindness, I was pretty sure my boobs would at least get him to slow down.

When he was a few feet away and still rolling in, I was a breath away from leaping from the road. The driver jammed the brakes. The car skidded at the last moment and drifted sideways along the road. The side of the bumper stopped just a few feet away from me.

My pulse raced. An unpleasant taste took over my mouth. My hands shook. I could have died.

At least he stopped. I lowered my shirt and wiped my face to clear some sweat.

The car was a black Montego with shiny chrome trim around the underbelly, at the bumpers and around the windows. The vintage car was in great condition, besides the fresh white dust from the gravel roadway, enough to pile up around the Mercury logo.

The car door flung open and a guy popped out, a little over six foot with dark pilot sunglasses on his tanned face.

Brown hair, simple tapered to the nape style, with frosted blond highlights that stuck out in different directions, but it was hard to tell if the light color was natural from sunlight or dyed. Strong jaw with a stylish, two-day unshaven face, enough to make him look more mature and give shadow to his cheeks. 

The surprise was that he was super polished. I could spot cultured elite from a mile away, and he oozed it, from his hair style, to the way he was standing. What was he doing out in the middle of farmland?

His jaw was tight, with his nose flared. His disapproving scowl and heaving chest told me he was irate.

I retained my stance, drawing my head back to appear humble. I was desperate. I needed water. 

“Are you insane?” His voice was silvery, yet there was a huskiness, and I wasn’t sure if the rough edge to it was natural or it was because he was stressed.

I spoke delicately as I could over the rumble of the still-running engine. “I need a ride. Or water, if you have it.”

He tilted his head, scanning me down to my chest and then back up to my face. An eyebrow lifted enough to arch over the sunglasses, and he twisted his lips. “Didn’t your mother teach you modesty? Someone worse than me could have been out here.”

Worse than him? I scoffed, ditching my dainty tone for something practical. “It’s hot. You were the only person who’s come by for hours... And then you were going way too fast and acting like you were going to drive through me.”

He whipped off his sunglasses, giving me a startled glare with wide blue eyes. “What? I thought you were hurt. I was trying to get here faster to see what the emergency was.”

The light blueness of his eyes stunned me, how they clashed with the even, deeply tanned skin of his cheeks. He had a country charm to his face. What caught my attention more was the disarming feeling that settled into me as those eyes showed he was genuinely concerned more than angry.

I had pictured him as rugged and possibly uptight while he had the glasses on. The eyes softened everything about him.

I relaxed my shoulders and breathed out slowly through my lips, giving myself a chance to calm. The heat was making me snappy, and that wasn’t nice of me given I was asking the favor. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was desperate. I’m sunburned and lost. If you have any water at all... A ride would be better, if you can.”

His irritated demeanor instantly evaporated and his face relaxed. His lips formed a loose smile, something on the verge of amused. He looked me over again, but this time he seemed more curious. My burned skin and dry, cracked lips proved I was earnest about being in danger. My dark hair was wild, as I hadn’t combed it out. The frizz levels had to be astronomical.

He fiddled with the glasses in his hand. “Where to?” he asked.

“I was heading to Charleston,” I said. It was as big a town that I could get lost in, but still held some refinement. I could find work. I could blend in. “But any place between here and there with water is fine by me. I just need to get out of this sun.”

“No kidding,” he said. “You look like a tomato.”

He might have been right, but he seemed to know just what to say to cause a surge of embarrassment through my heart. I bit my tongue and forced a pleasant smile. “If you can’t help me, if you could give me some water... Anything. Please. I don’t have much cash on me, but I can pay for it. And maybe put in something for me in Uber. Or a cab. Anything.”

His lips tightened. His gaze went to the fields around us, and I wondered if he was trying to figure out how he could drive around me.

“How’d you end up out here?” he asked.

“It’s a long story.”

He nodded slowly, replaced his sunglasses, and waved to me. “Come on, tomato.”

A small wave of dizziness crashed over me, and I hoped this wasn’t a mistake. I could take a few crude comments if it meant I made it out of this place alive.

I stepped carefully over the gravel to get to the car, the rocks easily biting at my feet through the thin shoes.

He sprinted to open the passenger door, a gesture I took with some surprise. He might have some rough edges, but he was still a Southern gentleman.

I studied him as I approached. He wore jeans, G-Star brand. The T-shirt I couldn’t place. It was simple, slight V-neck, light blue, no logo. Looked like cotton blend. He had some bulk around the chest, but with the way the clothes went around, it was hard to tell if it was bigger pecs than his rib section or just his broad arms making that appearance.

I leaned to get into his car until I spotted the seat. Leather. Expensive. I paused, looking back at him. “I’m sorry...”

He gazed at me, an eyebrow lifting above the ridge of his sunglasses again. “Stop being sorry and get in.”

“It’s just that I’m sweat covered and your seats.” I motioned to the leather. “I don’t want to ruin it. That stitching looks expensive.”

He wrinkled his nose. The gruff to his silvery tone continued, and I believed it to be natural. “I thought you were dying. You’re worried about the seat? What’s wrong with you?”

“I was...” I grimaced, unsure how he made it my fault for being nice. He made it so difficult to be polite. “Never mind, I guess.”

He harrumphed and nudged my arm, and I took a step back. He pulled a sports coat out of the back and showed it to me. “You prefer to sit on this? It’s all I’ve got.”

I grimaced at the Theory coat—wool and cashmere mix in an ebony color, easily seven hundred dollars. “Well, how much is it exactly to clean leather?”

“Not as much as the coat,” he said, and he threw it back into the rear seat in a heap. “Just get in, will you?”

I wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but I wasn’t going to argue any more. I did get in, sitting on the very edge of the cool leather, trying to make myself as tiny as possible. I dropped my wallet to the floor, tugged the phone out to join it.

I sucked in a breath to hold briefly, avoiding looking at his face as he got into the car. I was embarrassed by how I must have looked and my situation and didn’t want to see any pity.

He closed the door and smacked the dashboard to flick a dial. A wall of ice-cold air hit my body.

My muscles seized, taking in the change and adjusting. My mouth opened as I tried to cool off my insides, too. I opened my arms a bit, tugging the shirt away from my stomach and chest. I probably appeared insane, but my skin was sticky and I wanted to dry enough that I could sit back.

Then I realized I smelled awful. Ugh. I closed up, trying to prevent further assault to my senses. I could taste the dirt and sweat in the air, as horrid as it was.

He changed gear and started the Montego down the road. He started slow, but within moments was over sixty, and tilting toward ninety. He was skidding over the rocks and the potholes had me bouncing in the seat at first, until he was going so fast we were flying over them.

I gripped my door and reached around for a seatbelt. “Take your time,” I said. “I think I’ll be okay.”

He turned his head to me, eyebrow arched. “What?”

I snapped the seatbelt into place, deciding it would be wrong to be critical of his driving when he was doing me a favor. There was a water bottle in the console between us. I eyeballed it, licking my lips. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything to drink.”

He reached down, grabbing the bottle. “Not much left.” He shook the contents and passed it over.

I took it, draining what was left, and then coughed when parts of my throat were still parched.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded, and then licked what I could from the inside of the bottle, shaking it for whatever drops I could get.

When I got what I could, I replaced the bottle in the holder and settled back into the seat. The sea of cotton and soybean fields around us stretched on for miles. We had a way to go before we’d reach civilization.

The inside of the Montego had been refurbished to something more exquisite than the original. I knew little of old American cars, but I did know the dashboard couldn’t have been originally in wood. The leather was also brand new, and not part of the original interior. He’d smashed together old vintage with new luxury finishes. “Did you rebuild it yourself?” I asked.

He laughed deeply, reaching to adjust the direction of the air from his vents my direction. “I might have made a few modifications.”

“It’s a nice one,” I said, and it was, even though it wasn’t to my taste. “It’s hard to find a sixties Montego in such good shape. You had the engine redone?”

His head tilted like he wanted to look at me but didn’t want to take his eyes off the road. “Usually you have to with old beauties like these. You can tell, huh?”

I wasn’t surprised by the question. I found a little joy in surprising people with what I knew, something I gained by reading widely or in deep conversations with people who had a passion for such things. A Montego was an uncommon choice to rework. “The old Montegos couldn’t reach ninety that quickly. The dash isn’t original, is it? I didn’t think they used wood.”

A playful smile made his attractive face light up. “You should see my other toys.” He drove with his left hand, reaching for me, open palm in offering. “Ace.”

I placed my hand in his, trying to keep it a light touch as my hands were clammy with drying sweat. I paused. “Em—,” I stopped short. My real name might be all over the news by now. If Georgia news reached out here to South Carolina and he’d been paying any attention, he’d have heard it. I hadn’t come up with an alternative name for myself, and the first one I could think of was Emily. Did I look like an Emily?

He clutched at my hand, keeping it in his grasp. “Em? Is that short for something?”

I flinched, glancing between the road and the speedometer. “Emily...” He wasn’t asking for a last name, so I didn’t offer. “Is Ace short for something?”

“Nope,” he said. He squeezed my hand gently but continued to hold on. “So, what’s your story?”

I slid my eyes forward in an obvious way to indicate the road. I tried to tug my hand back, but he held on. “What?”

“You’re out in the middle of nowhere in those clothes, and you want me to believe it’s just a coincidence?” His other hand turned the wheel. The car swerved.

I slid across the seat, first into the door and then into the center, the console stopping me from spilling on top of him. The only thing holding me up enough was his hand grasping mine, locking it into place. 

I cursed to myself. Good going, I just hopped into the car of a maniac. I tugged to get him to release me. “Let go. Watch the road.”

“Not until you tell me why you’re out here.”

My heart was in my throat and my stomach twisted into a sharp knot. “I was stranded.”

We swerved again, and I slid over. The car lunged toward a ditch, where the front tires almost went in, but he turned the wheel at the last moment. It bumped hard into a pothole, causing me to strain hard against the seatbelt.

His hand kept me steady at the console. I grasped what I could of the door with my other hand, bracing as best as I could in preparation for another swerve. “Stop it!”

His grasp on my hand continued to hold strong, and he frowned in my direction. “I don’t like being followed. I don’t like being filmed.”

The fact he feared for his privacy didn’t surprise me, something my wealthiest clients always complained about. His suspicion of me had me shaken. “Okay!?” I cried out. “Next time I see someone filming you, I’ll tell them Ace doesn’t like it. I get it, but I have no idea who you are and I wasn’t out there for a scoop or whatever you think I want.”

His mouth slackened, lips parting, revealing clean, even teeth that were almost too perfect. He was thinking. Did he believe me?

I huffed. In a brash move, I caught his hand holding mine with my free one and held as if I was going to hold him in place even if he wanted it back. He was clearly driving fine even with one hand. I wasn’t going to be intimidated. “Do you see my sunburn? Not fake. What was the likelihood I knew you’d be out here? I would have stopped anyone coming by. I just wanted a ride. I don’t care who you are.”

He tried to release me then, but I clung to him, angry that he’d gotten me so irritated and was so reckless, even if I was mimicking him now and calling his bluff.

“Let go,” he said.

Now he’s concerned? Slowly, I released his hand and he reclaimed the wheel.

He drove in silence, both hands on the wheel and focused on the lane. My heart quaked in my chest, unsure he wouldn’t try something else.

I kept my back pressed to the seat. Damn the leather. I wanted to hide my shaking and at least appear unfazed by this.

Minutes went by with his lips firmly pursed. “Sorry,” he said eventually. He wiped the tips of his fingers across his lips and then wiped his palm across his forehead. “I already ran into two today.”

“Two what? Reporters? Women standing out in the middle of the road asking for help who turned out to be carrying cameras?” I bent over to scoop up my phone to show to him, pushing buttons and still getting a black screen. “My phone is dead. I don’t have another camera. Not that I’d care to use one right now. If you don’t believe it, we can stick everything in the trunk. I don’t care.”

He relaxed his shoulders and then rubbed at his face, his fingers making scratching sounds against the gruff around his cheeks and chin. “I’m not crazy. It’s been a weird week.”

“How so? Besides this, I mean.”

“So far today, two girls dressed up as maids at the hotel I was staying at. They started snooping through my things while I was passed out in bed. Right in front of me. I woke up with one of them shoving a camera in my face and the other threatening to get into bed naked with me unless I answered questions. I eventually tricked them, trapping them in a bathroom and getting the hell out of there.”

That was very extreme, but I wasn’t too surprised to hear it. Amateur gossip bloggers, and sometimes gold diggers, showed up at my work way more often these days. It was too easy to find out who so and so hung out with, where he bought his clothes, etc. I had to deal with a few asking me what gossip I might have heard with the job I had. “They aren’t still trapped, are they?”

“I called security the moment I was out of there,” he said. “They’ll be lucky if they aren’t arrested.”

“Why did you pick me up if you thought I could be another one?”

He shrugged, the thin shirt bunching around the muscles of his arms and shoulders. “Just in case I was wrong. Don’t want to be that kind of guy, leaving someone out in the middle of nowhere.”

It was still a risk to drive so crazy, but it was also a risk to admit his problems to a stranger. “You’re a politician? Is there a reason they target you?” 

He frowned. “Don’t ask.”

“Sounds like I need to. Even for gossip, breaking into a hotel room is pretty audacious.”

He stared off toward the road. “They wanted Internet drama. The usual sort. Let people find out something is wrong with you, hell just anything, and it gets twisted until hate rains down. Doesn’t help when...” He paused. “Never mind. Don’t worry about it.”

“Your name’s not really Ace, is it?”

He smirked. “Why are you out here alone?”

I didn’t like not knowing who he was, but then, I couldn’t fully be honest with him, either.

At least we both had a similar desire to be out of the public limelight.

Let him keep his secrets, but first thing I’d need to do was get away from him. I didn’t need vloggers doing something stupid and roping me up in whatever they wanted from him. “Looking for God,” I said flatly.

He waited and then laughed “Really?”

“Does it matter?” I asked. “If you’re heading toward Charleston, drop me off as close as possible without going out of your way. I’ll stay quiet the entire time. I don’t need to know anything about you.” I placed a palm over my heart. “I’m not a reporter or a vlogger or anything. I don’t care about you. I can’t entrap you if I sit still and do and say nothing.”

He pressed his lips together and breathed out slowly. He nodded. “Okay.”

I suspected there was more to this than he was saying. Vloggers usually don’t pick random people to harass in such an extreme way, to the point where those two could have been arrested. To not have called the police on them was strange. I’d a feeling he had more to hide than he let on. I raised an eyebrow but kept my lips pressed, wanting to keep my promise to stay quiet, not ask questions, and let him take me as far as he could.

I had my own problems. 

I was impulsive and left town as soon as I’d heard there was trouble. My instinct had been to avoid the police—they were after my ex, not me. I wanted to stay out of the matter. I knew from movies to stay under the radar of the police, to not use my credit cards and to not turn on my cell phone or they could trace where you’re at. I had little cash on me. And I had no idea what I needed to do next.

I’d never been as scared for my reputation and dignity as within the last twenty-four hours. I was running low on steam and needed to find a place to cool my burning skin, to regroup and plan the next steps.

Suddenly, his head jerked back. His eyes widened as he stomped on the break. Hard.

I jerked forward, bracing as best as I could. The seatbelt tugged against me and held me in place at the waist.

The car skidded for a second but then stopped.

“What are you doing?” I cried out to him, sure that he was simply crazy now.

He ignored me and jumped out of the car, looking down toward the fender.

We had gone a few miles since he’d picked me up, and we were near farmhouses, two next to each other.

Ace bent at the knee, disappeared in front of his car for a minute. I waited, leaning forward, wondering if he was worried about damaging his car on something.

When he reappeared, he’d had a small Pomeranian in his hands. The little dog barked. He held a hand close to his nose so the dog could sniff. It did and then proceeded to lick at his fingers.

I pressed a hand over my heart. I hadn’t even seen a dog at all. It had sandy fur, nearly the same color as the road. He could have run right over it and not noticed.

Ace did a half jog toward one of the homes, I assumed taking a guess as to who owned the dog. He knocked, waited. Within a minute, it was opened and an older lady, looking surprised, spoke to him.

When he returned, he carried two plastic water bottles, grinning ear to ear like a sly cat.

“Apparently, he snuck out the back door earlier,” he said. He dropped one bottle in the cup holder and passed the other to me.

“You traded him for water?”

He chuckled. “She wanted to give me $20. I was going to just say no but...circumstances.”

“I didn’t even see him,” I said. “He’s the same color as the road.”

“Good thing I was the one driving. I’ve got hawk-like vision.”

I took the bottle he handed me, drinking all of it except for a splash I put into my hand to wipe at my face.

I stole glances at Ace as he drove. It was tempting to ask a few questions, but I’d promised to be quiet. Despite his craziness, I desperately appreciated his assistance. I wanted to know his real name so I could send him some sort of thank you later on, but respected his privacy enough to let it be. He wasn’t a bad guy, rather nice and thoughtful.

Nothing to do now but wait for him to drop me off somewhere.

The dusty road went on for miles. I settled back into the seat, staring out the window. Eventually, all the green and bright blue day blurred and was too much for my senses, so I closed my eyes.
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A ripping of my skin woke me.

My cheek burned, and when I moved my head again, it caused another very sharp ripping. I stopped, afraid to do any more.

I moaned and opened my eyes. I opened my watery eyes. Everything blended into a dark gray haze around me. Where was I?

The more I moved to sit up, the more my skin pulled away from the seat. Pain radiated through my body. 

It took me a moment to remember the Montego and realize that it was inside a garage. I was still parched and sunburned, and a layer of sweat had dried on me, making sticking to the leather worse. Maybe I should have accepted the coat to sit on.

Ace was nowhere I could see.

The car was still making noise, as if it had just been shut off. The air was still cool. He hadn’t been gone long.

I moved to open the door, but found myself without energy to pull my arm away from the seat and push open the heavy metal door. The discomfort was doubled as the sunburn already pained me.

I readied myself to try and climb out despite the pain. I was tempted to fall back asleep; my body wanted to.

“Ace?” I called out, but my throat was so dry my voice was nothing more than a raspy whisper. Where had he run off to?

I closed my eyes, knowing sitting up would hurt and dreading it.

The door opened next to me, and an unfamiliar face loomed in.

It was hard to determine his age. Asian features. Hard lines. Angled jaw. Unique but handsome. His dark hair was clipped short to his skin, except for at the top of his head, which stood up, stylishly brushed to one side and sticking up in places. He had a beard that only followed his jawline and was topped with a mustache. The look accentuated the thinness at his cheeks.

His dark clothes blended in with the darkness inside the garage. For a moment, he looked like he had a floating head. He looked over my body and then up to my eyes, hovering but not touching. He squinted at me. “Are you hurt?”

“She needs water.” Ace’s voice floated over, but echo-y, and then the sound of a water bottle being shaken. “Give her this.”

A bottle materialized in front of my lips, held by the man beside me.

“Drink,” he said in a hushed tone. He had a deep, non-native accent, but it also sounded more British than anything Asian. My muddled mind found it hard to place.

I did, reaching for the bottle to grasp myself so I could gulp. The water rushed over my extremely dry throat. I coughed hard as it itched which launched my body into shifting around the seat, tugging my burned skin against the leather. I stiffened, moaning my complaint. I shouldn’t have slept. It made everything worse.

“Easy,” he said and tugged the bottle away. “Small sips.”

“We need to get her inside,” Ace said. “But if she’s able, let’s walk upright and quickly so hopefully the neighbors don’t notice.”

“I should probably call a doctor,” the man said. He brought the bottle back to me and offered it. “Small sips,” he said, softer this time.

I nodded and took it easy, even though I wanted to drown myself in the water. I managed to get my throat moist enough to speak, my voice scratchy. “I was just overheated. I think I’m okay.”

“What should we do, Soma?” Ace asked.

Soma? Like the brand? Did I hear that right?

“Stay here,” Soma said to Ace. “Help me get her out of the car.”

Soma angled himself out and Ace appeared. His glasses had been removed, and he kept a stern frown on his lips, his blue eyes focused. He reached in and tugged me by the elbow, urging me to stand.

Too fast. He was pulling and I was moving so he wouldn’t put too much pressure on my burned skin, causing my skin to peel from the leather. I sucked air through my teeth sharply, letting go of the bottle to grip the seat. Pain and heat seared my skin and I stiffened to try to stop it. Water spilled over my lap and down my legs.

Soma caught Ace by the elbow. “Stop.”

Ace hovered, a hand waiting to support me but not wanting to touch me. “Sorry. I’m sorry. Sorry. What do I do?” He moved away from me, groaning and pulling back his upper lip. “You said to get her out.”

“I apologize,” Soma said, his voice firm but level, and motioned for Ace to get out of the way. “We can’t tug people like dolls.”

Ace grunted, took a step back. “I wasn’t treating her like a doll.” He looked again at me. “I’m sorry. I’m trying. I’ll be gentle. Once you’re out, you should be okay, yeah?”

“It’s fine,” I said through clenched teeth and teary eyes, not wanting to have them argue over an accident. After all, they were trying to help me. “Just give me room to get out.” I was just going to have to stand up and take it. Staying here longer was making it worse; I kept reattaching to the leather every time my skin touched it.

Soma backed away and Ace held the door for me, offering a hand. I balled my fists and forced myself to stand. I used Ace to pull myself out of the car.

Every bit of my back burned madly as I peeled myself out of the chair. My thighs were the worst, radiating pain, a rash forming. My tears clouded my vision.

Soma was instantly by my side. He was tall, but it was all I could see through my watering eyes. He offered an arm for me to take. “Let me bring you inside. Hold on to me if you need to.”

“I’ll stay here,” Ace said, looking over the inside of his car.

The longer I stood, the better I was; my skin started to cool. I studied my arms, touching where they were the reddest, checking for any blistering, testing to see how bad it was.

When I didn’t take his hand, Soma put a hand at the base of my back— not touching, but I sensed him— encouraging me to hurry along.

The garage was long, three spots were taken up by cars, another possible parking spot appeared empty. The garage door for the Montego was closed, and a normal human door next to it was partially open, letting in daylight.

He guided me to the small door. I was slow, forcing my legs to work and also not wanting to have my clothes on my body any more, as those felt heavy. However, the more I moved, the easier it got. By the time I stepped outside, I was eager to use what energy I had left to find more water.

Outside was a small garden dotted with short magnolia trees and hibiscus bushes. There were cobblestone walkways weaving around a couple of bubbling birdbath fountains. The garden was surrounded by a low stone wall, teamed up with boxwood hedges. Both the wall and hedges stopped at the waist, allowing anyone passing by a view of the gardens.

That was a problem if anyone was looking at us now, especially if Ace had recently escaped two crazy women filming him. It made sense now why he was hesitant to have me in open view of the neighborhood. How would it appear if he had a red and dingy woman going into his house? But I hadn’t asked to come here.

We hurried through to the back door of a three-story house. It was painted yellow, with white craftsman trim. The back porch was wide, wrapping around the house, and further exposed us to the street.

I didn’t get much of a chance to note the details as Soma rushed me inside. My eyes were still watery from pain, so I focused on trying to collect myself.

Once we were inside, Soma closed a heavy wooden door behind me. He threw the latch and turned to me. His large, dark eyes scanned my face, studying my features, and then drifted down over my body. “Are you dizzy at all? How bad is that burn? Maybe I should call a doctor to come over.”

He was locking Ace out? I waved a dismissal at him. “Please, don’t,” I said. “If Ace is worried about some reputation, a doctor making a house call is weird enough. I think I’m just sunburned and dehydrated. Nothing lotion and more water can’t cure.”

“Health trumps what anyone else might think, rumors... Ace would agree with that.” His hand drifted toward my face, hovering over a cheek, but he paused. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

“Go ahead.” I braced myself. Part of me worried I really did need a doctor. How badly had I damaged myself? I slept in the car, but had I passed out from heat exhaustion? I didn’t feel nauseated, at least.

My streak of bad luck would become overwhelming if I had to pay heap loads of medical bills on top of everything else.

With care, he brushed fingertips over my forehead and cheek, feeling. It hurt like a burn would but nothing too notably painful. He followed up with touching my shoulders, the worst parts. “How bad does this hurt?”

“Not as bad,” I said. “The leather was worse because it was sticking to my skin.”

He stopped, lowered his hand and nodded. “If you aren’t feeling ill, then let’s get your body cooled off. We can treat the irritation. Perhaps a light rinse in a shower?”

Was that a good idea? “Perhaps.” I tenderly touched my forearm. It paled for a second and returned to a deep red in the next instant. I didn’t want to make water bubbles under the dead skin. Still, I was stinky, and gross and it was probably better to at least rinse that off. “I do need to clean myself and a good lathering of aloe.”

I studied the entry way, temporarily distracted by where I was. The hall had dark wood flooring with white molding and yellow wallpaper. The style seemed to accentuate the fact that it was an antique house. There were portraits on the walls of people in outdated clothing, and expensive-looking vases on pedestals and alongside tables, some filled with mixes of fresh flowers: some roses but a lot of dahlias and allium, large-ball blooms of color. The nature of the house had me struck with confusion after being in fields most of the heated morning. 

“I’ll get everything you might need.” He took a few steps down the hall, his hard-soled shoes echoing until he stepped onto a carpet runner. He became silent after, stopping to look back, indicating I should follow.

I wiped my eyes to clear the watery blur, pondering trusting him further and asking myself what I was getting into. Soma was tall, with narrow hips, appearing even slimmer in his dark pants that were folded up at the ankle. He wore a light cotton, long- sleeved black shirt, a loose crew neck, slightly form fitting. No brand labels I could see to identify, but the material seemed a good quality. It resembled the garments I often wore while working: low key, professional, unassuming, a comfortable blend, breathable and flexible for a lot of bending and crouching. I took it to mean he was some sort of assistant to Ace. 

As I hesitated, he tilted his head and his expression changed from stoic, becoming softer. His eyes were beautiful, with dark lashes I was envious of and he had an inviting, calming smile. “Would you prefer if I call in a woman to assist further?” The English accent became more prominent the more he spoke. 

“No,” I said quietly, wondering if there was someone else in the house... and how many someones, exactly. Perhaps the fewer people who saw me, the better. I was the one asking for help when they didn’t have to offer any. Ace could have just as easily dropped me off at a gas station. I was just wondering if I shouldn’t say thank you and leave. The tension seemed high here. I was a lot of trouble and I didn’t wish to remain where I was a burden.

A motor started. It sounded like a car in the garage behind us. It stayed for a minute but then quickly drifted away. Ace decided to leave? Didn’t Soma tell him to stay?

Soma’s face returned to hard lines and rather unreadable. The tension radiating from him was suddenly apparent to me. Was he irritated with Ace for leaving or with me continuing to hesitate?

He returned his gaze to me. “Are you afraid?” he asked. “Are we making you nervous? I assure you, you’re in no danger here.”

“No, it isn’t that,” I said politely, willing to make things easier. “But if I’m so much trouble, would it be better if we dropped me off somewhere else? I understand Ace probably doesn’t want attention right now and this seems very risky.”

Soma’s face again changed from stoic to something softer, gentle and soothing. “Perhaps it would have been, but it’s more for your sake than our trouble, I assure you. But you’re here now, and I’ll do everything in my power to help heal your body and get you back where you need to be as soon as possible. And I promise you’ll leave here unaffected by anything.”

I was sure if they knew about me, they’d disagree and kick me out right away. Only, I now thought perhaps I’d take their help, give myself a moment to shower and cool off and figure out next steps. The sooner I left, the sooner they could go back to normal and I wouldn’t have to worry about muddying their reputation.

I hurried down the hall, as light as I could in broken sandals. Soma stepped quickly up a flight of stairs. I trailed behind him, listening for signs of anyone else in the house and hearing no one. I could only hope I wasn’t making things worse for my rescuers.
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(Ace)

Ace crossed Broad Street, following King into the heart of downtown Charleston. The full bloom of the late summer months meant tourists were crowding the streets. 

The air conditioner blasted his face, keeping him awake.

As he drove, doubt seeped in. Maybe he should have dropped her off at a gas station like she’d said, but that seemed cruel somehow. His house was probably the first place they’d look for him. Maybe he should send her and Soma to a hotel. If they were out of his house, Soma could treat her better and get her sent on her way and by tomorrow morning, everything would be put back to normal.

As normal as life was for them.

The corner of his mouth twitched, instinctively wanting to frown. He kept correcting this, trying to appear indifferent to anyone looking in on him from the sidewalks.

He turned the Montego onto Market Street, slowing through crowds of vacationers passing on foot. When he caught a lucky open parking spot closer to where Market met with Concord, he pulled in, shut off the engine.

He scanned the inside of his car and noticed a wallet and phone in the floor on the passenger side. Emily’s?

He scooped both up and ejected himself from the car. The phone he tucked in with his own into his pocket. The wallet was too wide, so he kept it in his hands. He locked up and stuffed his keys into his front pocket. 

The City Market took up the middle of Market Street, and stalls sold sweetgrass baskets, candy, postcards, whatever else people on vacation buy. He crossed the street, avoiding cars and pedestrians, and headed south along Market, into the heart of gift shops and restaurants. The sidewalks were cluttered with benches, displays and menu boards.

He ducked into a brown brick building with a white door and windows that may have once been a house in the past, but now was Lowcountry Bistro.

He waved to the harried hostess, who was talking to a quad of elderly tourists about who had what allergies. She noted him, recognition setting in quickly. She pointing to the bar and waved him on. Ace politely excused his way through.

“Enjoy your lunch,” he said to the women as he passed. “And have a very lovely day.”

“I love how polite everyone is,” stage-whispered one of them to the other.

Ace fought a desire to smirk, although it crept in a little. Yankees always seemed impressed by everyday common courtesy.

The bistro’s lunch crowd was fairly noisy, with a fair amount of glass and silverware clinking from around the bar, the customers talking over each other and beyond into the kitchen. Wood floors and brick walls added an echo, and the sound of sliding chairs and chatter from the second floor’s additional seating reverberated overhead.

Ace found the bar and took a stool at the very end. He angled himself so he could watch the door. He drew out Emily’s phone, setting it down with her wallet. It was safer in here with him than sitting out in the car, a temptation to be stolen, especially when her case was so glittery. Were those rhinestones?

He flipped the phone over, checking it out, testing the button. It appeared as dead as she’d claimed. Grains of dirt and sand clung between the stones in the case, some of it getting under the case itself. Not a great case if it was doing that.

How long was she out there? 

Taking out his own phone, he typed a message. He needed an extra hand. 

ACE: At the Lowcountry Bistro. Come find me.

That was all. The guy lived two blocks away about, so if he was at home, it wouldn’t take him long to get here.

Ace ordered food from the bartender, and while he waited, he opened Emily’s case to clear away the dirt as best as he could, to idly pass time. 

Half a sweet tea and two bites into a club sandwich later, Diego Ramirez sat down on the stool beside Ace. His dark hair was combed back, wet like he’d showered earlier. His Hispanic features were distinct. He wore a dark pants suit, white shirt and black tie. He ordered a ginger ale— heavy on the ice— before addressing Ace.

“You rang?” he quipped, his voice deep.

“Very funny,” Ace said, dazzled into staring at the colorful bottles of liquor lining the bar before slowly tugging his gaze away to look at him. “I sent a text to you earlier. Did you get it? Did you manage to find out what happened to the girls? The vloggers?”

Diego held up one finger. “First thing, I need you to know that while I appreciate how you all have helped me remove myself from my old workplace and gave me a leg up here in Charleston, but I can’t keep coming around on short notice all the time like a trained dog.”

Ace bobbed his head. “I understand that.”

“If I had been in the middle of something...”

Ace warded off Diego’s finger by waving his palm. “I get it. But if you don’t want to come out to play, don’t pick up your phone. I’ll call someone else. Just thought you’d appreciate the job is all. Seems like your sort of thing.” It’s what he appreciated about Diego. He was new to them but didn’t mind the oddball situations and he kept info to himself. It was hard to find trustworthy people. 

Diego rolled his eyes. “The girls who were harassing you got kicked out of the hotel, but I managed to keep security from calling the police on them.” Diego received his drink, thanked the bartender and waved off the question if he wanted to order anything. When the bartender left, he continued. “I thought it was better for keeping it lowkey. Any video they might have had, it was deleted. We made sure it was cleaned up.” He gave Ace a look. He hadn’t acted alone on this, because he couldn’t have gotten there and back in time here if he’d gone. “If they try to say anything at this point, it’s a you say, they say situation. It’s fifty-fifty they might try that.”

Ace nodded, tracing the condensation against the iced tea glass. He wiped his fingers clean on a napkin. “Anyone catch what happened this morning after I got back home?”
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