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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for choosing to read Doll Parts. I feel unbelievably grateful and honored to have the opportunity to share it with you.

      

        

      
        I want to let you know that this story contains the topics of drug abuse and drug addiction, which some readers may find triggering. Your mental health is of the utmost importance, so if now is not the time for you to read this book, I encourage you to put it down and come back to it when you’re ready.

      

        

      
        All my love, always,
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      There was a slight tickle on my shoulder—soft, mostly, with a hint of roughness—followed by a hand gliding across the satin fabric of my camisole. It moved over my ribs, then up to my breast.

      My brows turned inward as I stretched my legs along the smooth percale sheets. The hand trailed down my stomach, slipping under the waistband of my shorts, and I immediately pulled my knees back up.

      “Marcos, nooo. I’m asleep.”

      “You’re not asleep,” he said, his breath warm on my cheek. “You’re talking to me.”

      I groaned and opened one eye to check the alarm clock on the nightstand. “It’s four thirty in the morning,” I grumbled, curling into a tight ball.

      “Come on. I’ll be quick. Unless you don’t want me to be.” He swept my hair off my neck, placing kisses from below my ear down to my collarbone.

      “I’m literally drooling on the pillow,” I said, wiping the corner of my mouth. “And I haven’t shaved my legs in, like, two weeks. Go in the bathroom or something.”

      He snickered. “I don’t think I’m fucking your legs.”

      “Well, then, I haven’t waxed in two months.” I kicked his shin. “Go back to sleep.”

      He pulled me close to him so I could feel his dick pressing against me. “Por favor, amor. Eres hermosa, y te necesito.”

      “That’s not gonna work,” I said, attempting to keep my voice flat as I fought a tiny smile. He was sexy when he spoke Spanish, but that didn’t mean I felt like having my body invaded before the break of dawn.

      “It’ll work.” He chuckled. “It always works.”

      “Oh my God, fine.” I huffed, unfurling myself from my cocoon and flipping onto my back.

      I worked my satin shorts off my legs, and Marcos removed his boxer briefs before sliding his hand between my thighs.

      “I’m good,” I said, guiding it away.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, just…hurry up.”

      “What about this?” he asked, tugging at my camisole.

      I grabbed the material and forced it back down. “It’s too cold.”

      “Pero, nena, tus tetas son perfectas,” he murmured, lifting his body over mine and nuzzling his face against my chest.

      I didn’t always understand everything when he spoke Spanish, but I knew what tetas and perfectas meant. “Well, you’re not fucking my tits,” I said, turning his words back on him.

      He lifted his head up, and I could see him grinning in the soft glow of the clock. “I would if you’d let me.”

      I rolled my eyes and stifled a laugh. “Exactly how much porn have you been watching?”

      He winked, and I couldn’t help but smile as he rested his forehead on the pillow. The stubble on his jaw bristled against my cheek, and I threaded my arms under his, gripping his shoulder blades. I winced, wishing I hadn’t been so quick to push his hand away, then let out an exhale, allowing my body to relax as he moved slowly inside me.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

      “God, I love fucking you,” he whispered against my ear.

      “Mmm,” I moaned. “That feels so⁠—”

      “Mom, Marisol’s sick and throwing—Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my freaking God!”

      Suddenly, the pale light from the hallway bathed the entire room. Marcos immediately rolled over, grabbing the sheets to cover himself while inadvertently pulling them off me. I screeched and scrambled for the duvet, yanking it from the end of the bed.

      Our fifteen-year-old, Lola, stood at the door covering her eyes. “My stupid sister is puking her guts out, and you guys are just as disgusting! I hate this family!” she screamed before turning and slamming the door behind her.

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered, frantically patting the mattress to find my shorts. “This wouldn’t have happened if you’d let me fucking sleep.”

      Marcos turned to me. “Babe. Come on.”

      “I’m sorry. I just…” I dropped my head into my hands, pushing my tangled hair out of my face, hot with embarrassment. “How did we go all these years without any of the kids walking in on us, and now it happens when they’re old enough to know what’s going on?”

      He sighed, pushed himself off the bed, and pulled on a pair of pajama bottoms. “I’ll go check on Mari. And don't worry about Lola. She’ll get over it.”

      “Sure, it’s fine for you because she worships the ground you walk on. This is just another reason for her to hate me.” I sighed dramatically and flopped against my pillow, still pantsless.

      He stopped on his way to the door, chuckling as he extended his hand to me. “No, I distinctly remember her saying ‘You guys are disgusting’ and ‘I hate this family.’ That’s both of us.”

      “I guess.” I squeezed his hand, then let mine fall to the bed.

      “Try to go back to sleep. I’m sure Marisol’s fine. Probably just some twenty-four hour bug.”

      “No, it’s okay,” I said. “I’m awake now. I’ll be there as soon as I find my shorts.”

      Marcos left the room, and I pressed the heels of my palms into my forehead.

      He was perfect. The perfect husband, the perfect father. The perfect man. The kind who told you your tits were amazing, still thought fucking you after eighteen years of marriage was the best thing in the world, and insisted you go back to sleep while he took care of your sick kid.

      The kind I didn’t deserve.

      And never had.
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        * * *

      

      “No, Marta. No, she’s fine.”

      Marcos walked into the kitchen, and I pointed to the cordless phone propped on my shoulder, mouthing “Your mother” and rolling my eyes.

      He grimaced, poured a cup of coffee, and leaned against the counter to observe the exchange as I flitted around the kitchen in my robe, dark hair piled into a hasty bun, searching for anything our twelve-year-old, Marisol, might be able to stomach later.

      Lola had already notified me that she wouldn’t be eating breakfast because she was too disgusted by what she’d witnessed when walking in on us earlier that morning. It was shortly after she’d stomped back upstairs and slammed her bedroom door that the phone call came from my mother-in-law asking why Lola wanted to move in with her.

      “What? No. Absolutely not. She does not need to move to Miami.”

      Marcos sputtered and slapped his hand over his mouth, trying not to spit out the sip of coffee he’d just taken.

      “Because,” I continued, “her mother and father and siblings live in Los Angeles. In a home where she is fed and cared for and clothed—quite nicely, I might add.”

      Marcos motioned for me to give him the phone, but I waved him off. We had a big meeting downtown that day, and he’d volunteered to go it alone so I could stay home with Marisol. I knew he could handle anything that came our way, but he didn’t need his mother getting him worked up over something so ridiculous beforehand. Plus, they’d speak Spanish too quickly for me to understand everything they were saying.

      “I don’t know what happened to set her off,” I lied as I rummaged through the pantry. “Lola’s fifteen, hormonal, and generally dissatisfied with life. That’s how you’re supposed to be when you’re her age.”

      And it is pretty disgusting to see your parents banging, I wanted to add.

      I sighed and met Marcos’s gaze as she rambled on. A smile spread across his face, and I could tell he was trying not to laugh.

      “Well, that’s because you had all boys.” I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose while she insisted that her three sons had never been like this when they were teenagers.

      Of course, they hadn’t because they were perfect. She’d informed me of this the very first time I’d met her, along with every other time I’d seen her since over the past eighteen years.

      “I know. I understand that as her grandmother, you’re concerned. But I assure you, she is one hundred percent fine. And I’m sorry she called and worried you.” I paused to let her speak as our son, Lucas, entered the kitchen. “Yes, Marta. I know it’s stressful for you.”

      Marcos placed his coffee cup on the counter, his body shaking with silent laughter.

      “Okay, well, I have to make sure she’s ready for school. I don’t want her to miss weekly mass,” I said, knowing that was the only way I’d get my devoutly Catholic mother-in-law off the phone. “Yes, I do know how important that is. Even though I’m a Protestant. All right, I’m gonna go, but…Okay, we’ll talk to you soon.”

      I placed the cordless receiver on the marble countertop beside me, then massaged my temples.

      “What’s so funny?” Lucas asked, grabbing a package of Pop-Tarts from the pantry and sitting down at the island.

      Marcos chuckled as he filled another mug with coffee, loading it with cream and sugar. “There is no better form of entertainment than your mother talking to my mother.”

      “Uh-oh, Mom, what’d you do this time?” Lucas smiled, the dimple in his right cheek reminding me that even though he was eighteen, he was forever the little boy who used to clutch my leg and look up at me with his big gray eyes.

      I walked over to him and ruffled his mop of dark, unruly curls, thanking Marcos as he handed me my coffee, made exactly how I liked it.

      He’s too good for me, I thought, staring into the mug. And he always has been.

      “Mom? What happened with Abuelita?”

      “Huh? Oh.” I blinked and shook my head. “Apparently, your sister called your grandmother and told her she wanted to come live with her in Miami.”

      “Lemme guess. We’re not talking about Mari, right?” He stuffed half of a Pop-Tart in his mouth. “Lola’s insane, Mom. I find it best to just ignore her.”

      “I know. But can you ignore her in your car when you take her to school this morning?”

      He groaned and threw his head back. “What? Why? I’m covering part of the breakfast shift for someone and have to be at the restaurant at eight thirty. It’s, like, totally out of my way. You’re gonna make me late.”

      “Because Marisol’s sick. I can’t leave her alone, and your dad has to get to a meeting.” I wrapped my arms around him. “I gave birth to you, Lucas. I also bought you that car. So you can either drive it ten minutes out of your way, or I can take it back. And we can revisit this whole I-don’t-need-college-to-be-a-musician thing we agreed to let you try.”

      He wriggled out of my grasp and grumbled “Whatever.”

      “Hey,” Marcos began, crossing the room to retrieve his wallet and keys. “Don’t give your mom a hard time. Dealing with Abuela this early is enough stress for one day.”

      “Fine,” Lucas said, rolling his eyes.

      “Okay, then,” I announced. “I’m going to get Lola. If I don’t come back, she’s obviously strangled me in a fit of rage and I’m dead, so just know that I love you both very much.”

      Marcos tucked his wallet in the back pocket of his navy suit as he stopped in front of me for a quick kiss. “I love you, too. Lucas, call me if Lola kills your mother,” he said over his shoulder as he headed for the door.

      “Sí, mi viejo.”
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        * * *

      

      I placed the bag of saltines, chicken broth, and ginger ale on the backseat of my SUV, a yawn escaping as I hoisted myself behind the wheel. I hadn’t gone back to sleep after the four thirty wake-up call and was running on empty by the time I turned into the parking lot of the coffee shop down the street from our house.

      “Hey, there,” the redhead working the espresso machine said as the bell on the door clanged behind me. “You’re here late today.”

      “Didn’t go into the office. Sick kid,” I explained, tossing my purse on the counter and retrieving my wallet. “Which is why I’m gonna need that chai extra dirty.”

      “No problem,” she said, moving to the register to swipe my card.

      “And add a skinny vanilla to that, would you, Kat? I should get my neighbor something for watching my daughter.”

      “Absolutely, give me just a minute.”

      I shoved my wallet back in my purse and slung it over my shoulder. “Thanks, love. You’re the best.”

      I stepped back from the counter and surveyed the room as I chewed on the tip of my thumbnail. A couple of hip-looking twentysomethings with laptops open. Several blond women in yoga pants sipping what were surely sugar-free lattes. A guy wearing sunglasses with his face buried in a book.

      Typical coffeehouse scene.

      I sighed and pulled out my phone to see if Marcos had called about the meeting or if our neighbor, Liz, had tried to reach me about Marisol, but there were just a few emails from work. After tapping out quick replies, I dropped it back into the black hole of my purse and gazed out the window.

      “Order up, Denise!”

      I turned and headed toward the counter, picking up my drinks, balanced in a cardboard cup holder. “Thanks again, Kat. Hopefully I’ll see you tomorrow, normal time.”

      “Healing vibes to the kiddo.”

      She waved, and I smiled before turning to the door. I was about to press my shoulder against it when I heard a man’s voice from behind.

      “Let me get that for you.” His hand landed on the glass and pushed it open.

      “Oh, thanks,” I said, turning my head just slightly to see it was the guy who’d been reading in the corner.

      I stepped into the parking lot, and he followed behind me.

      “Thanks again,” I said, raising my drinks to say cheers as I started toward my car.

      “Denise?”

      I pivoted. “Hmm?”

      It was an involuntary response, and before my brain had a chance to process that a man I didn’t know somehow knew me, he spoke again.

      “I can’t believe it’s you.”

      “Do I—” I grasped the drink holder with one hand, then swept my sunglasses off my head and over my eyes, imagining that would afford me privacy as I studied his face and tried to place him.

      He was tall with shoulder-length wavy brown hair, and a mustache lining his upper lip, along with a goatee on his chin. Jeans and a T-shirt that looked deceptively inexpensive but probably cost a fortune hung on his slender frame.

      Was he a dad from one of the kids’ schools? Possibly. A filmmaker we’d secured financing for once upon a time? Maybe. A homicidal maniac who wanted to strangle me in broad daylight in the middle of Bel Air? Unlikely.

      “Sorry,” I said, managing an uncertain smile while my brain scanned him for facial recognition. No fucking clue. “I, um…How are you?”

      “I’m good.” He paused and scuffed a Converse-clad foot against the asphalt. “It’s, uh…it’s been a long time.”

      He had to be some film guy I’d worked with in the past, but since I’d been in the business for over twenty years, I had no idea when.

      “Oh? I…I’m sorry. Haven’t had enough caffeine yet this morning.” I gave him a nervous laugh. “I can’t quite remember when we last⁠—”

      “It’s me, Denise.” He removed his dark glasses, dangling them at his side. “It’s me.”

      I squinted.

      Fuck.

      My eyes widened and my breath quickened as I realized he was none of the people I’d imagined. He wasn’t from school. He didn’t work in film. And he wasn’t a murderer.

      He was worse than a murderer. Ten thousand fucking times worse.

      He took a step closer, and I backed up.

      “What are you doing here, Christian?”

      “I need to talk to you, Denise. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since I got sober. Hell, even before that.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I just have so many things to say. So many things I’m sorry for.”

      My brain, my heart, and the rest of my body immediately became entangled in a dangerous wrestling match.

      What exactly does this motherfucker have to say?

      Remember how many times you’ve thought about him. How many times you’ve wondered.

      Get the fuck away from him. Now.

      It wasn’t until I was unlocking my car that I realized my body had won. Hands trembling, I opened the passenger door and placed the cupholder on the seat, then hurried around the back of the SUV. He stood in the same spot across the parking lot from me, arms out to his sides.

      Vulnerable.

      Repentant.

      I was all too familiar with that pose.

      And it was always an act. A fucking lie.

      “Denise, wait,” he called. “I just want to talk to you. Things are different now. So much has changed.”

      I choked out a bitter laugh as I reached the driver’s side and slid behind the wheel. “Good. Great. Happy for you, Christian. Have a nice rest of your life.”

      “Can you please just⁠—”

      I slammed the door, started the engine, and pulled out of the parking lot. My grip on the wheel loosened slightly when I stopped at a red light.

      Deep inhale, slow exhale. I’m okay now. I’m safe.

      The signal turned green, and with one final exhale, I made a left turn, steering my car toward everything I’d known for the last eighteen years and away from the one man who could completely set it on fire.
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      I jotted down a reminder to call a client first thing in the morning, then glanced at my watch before retrieving my purse from the bottom drawer of my desk. Six thirty. By the time I drove across town, the Whisky would be open, and I could recover the credit card I’d left there the night before.

      My friend Siobhan had dragged me to see a Led Zeppelin cover band, and though I’d sworn I was having only one cocktail, one had quickly turned into six plus several rounds of shots. Before I knew it, I was waving a lighter in the air and belting out the lyrics to a mediocre version of “Stairway to Heaven.”

      Siobhan ended up going home with fake Robert Plant, and I ended up face down in the back seat of a cab, somehow managing to make it into the office on time and finish out the day by chugging Diet Coke and popping Tylenol.

      I flipped off the desk lamp and stepped out of my office, waving at my father, who was encased in glass across the hall, phone to his ear and feet propped on his mahogany desk. He raised his hand in a brief gesture of acknowledgment, and I started for the elevator, passing the empty offices of people who’d gone home to sit around dinner tables with their families while eating pork chops and mashed potatoes and talking about their days. I wondered if that was nice or boring. It was hard to say with no frame of reference.

      “Denise,” a voice called from behind me.

      Dammit.

      After the night I’d had, all I wanted was a greasy cheeseburger and my bed. No talking about deals or clients or any shit that could wait until tomorrow.

      I turned around, managing a weak smile. “Hey, Marcos. What’s up?”

      He approached me, short brown hair slightly mussed, sleeves of his white button-down rolled up past his forearms.

      “I got those documents together for Night Comes Too Soon,” he said, raising the manilla folder in his hand. “We should be able to wrap that up in the next couple days. Can you double-check them for me?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, a dull ache squeezing my skull. “Just toss them on my desk. I’m sure they’re fine, but I’ll look at them tomorrow. I actually have to run, so…” I signaled toward the elevator with my thumb.

      “Dinner?” he asked.

      “Huh?”

      “I mean, are you going to dinner?”

      I shook my head. Ouch. “No, I’m…Why do you ask?”

      “Because if you weren’t going to dinner, I was going to ask if you wanted to go to dinner.”

      I cocked my head, and a wide grin spread across his face as he added, “With me.”

      “Marcos, I told you I’m not⁠—”

      “It can just be as colleagues. Or friends.” He raised his brows, and his hazel eyes lit up. “Unless you want it to be a date. Then it can definitely be a date.”

      I massaged my forehead and sighed. “I don’t want it to be a date.”

      “Why not?”

      I tapped my toe against the carpet, crossing my arms over my chest and shifting my eyes to avoid looking at his handsome face. “Because I’ve told you. We work together. It’s weird. And I think it’s against policy.”

      He chuckled. “Do we have a policy? Do we even have a human resources department?”

      “Um…” I paused to avoid admitting that we technically did not. My father had founded Abbott Film Finance twenty years before, kept a relatively small number of employees, and pretty much always ran the show. “I mean, there’s Deb in Payroll.”

      “I don’t think she’d mind.”

      I raked my hands down my face, scrubbing away any thoughts about accepting his offer. He’d been trying to get me to go out with him for practically two years. Not obsessively, and never in a way that felt creepy. In fact, I was secretly flattered. He was gorgeous and successful, but not like the guys who sent expensive champagne over to the table when I had drinks with my girlfriends. The ones who bragged about how much money they made and the cars they drove. And he certainly wasn’t like the musicians I met on the Strip who just wanted to fuck in the bathroom.

      Marcos Navarro was one of the good ones.

      And if he really knew me, he’d know I wasn’t.

      “How about we grab lunch tomorrow?” I offered.

      “All right, all right.” He blew out a breath and shoved the folder under his arm. “I’ll take what I can get.”

      I smiled and winked before turning for the elevators. “Have a good night.”

      “One of these days, Denise…”

      I waved at him over my shoulder. “It’s not you, Marcos. It’s me.”

      My chest twinged, and he laughed, neither one of us truly understanding how much weight those words held.
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      I teetered into the darkness of the Whisky on my four-inch heels, muscles aching and feet throbbing. The random guitar tunings and mic checks emanating from the stage attacked my already aching brain.

      “Hey, doll, what can I get you?” the guy behind the bar asked.

      “I think I left my credit card here last night.” I plopped my weary body onto a barstool. “Do you mind seeing if you have it?”

      The bartender nodded, his choppy black hair falling into his face. “Yeah, sure, lemme go check real quick. What’s your name?”

      “Denise Abbott. Thanks.”

      I placed my elbows on the bartop and nestled my cheeks between my palms as he disappeared into a back room. Within seconds, my arms slid down against the glossy wood, and my head landed on top of them.

      “A little early to be passed out, don’t ya think?”

      “Huh?” I raised up to see a tall guy leaning against the bar, long wavy brown hair falling over his leather jacket.

      “Seven o’clock, and you’re down for the count,” he said, his striking gray eyes sparkling along with his smile.

      Jesus help me.

      “I, uh⁠—”

      “Denise,” the bartender called, stepping back behind the counter. “You’re in luck.”

      “Ah, thank you.” I retrieved my wallet from my purse and tucked the card back in its designated slot. “Appreciate it.”

      The guy in the leather jacket took a sip of the beer he was holding. “Rough day at work?”

      On a normal night, I would’ve stayed and stared at him for hours before pretending I had to leave and casually inviting him to come with me. But the hangover was too intense and I was starving, so I slid off the stool. “I actually just left my credit card here last night, so I’ve gotta⁠—”

      “What exactly do you do? I mean, power suit…heels. You seem a little stuffy to hang out at a place like this.”

      I snorted, the smolder in his smoky eyes practically begging me to flirt with him. “Why? Because I have a real job?”

      “Ouch.” One side of his mouth turned up, and he arched a brow. “Since you’re so mean, I’m guessing you’re a…lawyer?”

      Aaand he’s flirting back. But no. No, I’m too exhausted to do this shit. Maybe I’ll see him another night.

      “Sure, fine, I’m a lawyer.” I slung my purse over my shoulder and rolled my eyes.

      He tipped his beer bottle at me. “So then, you’re actually not a lawyer?”

      I sighed and shook my head, my tender brain rattling in my skull. “Yes. I mean, no, I’m not a—you know what, never mind. I need a fucking In-N-Out drive-through, my bed, and ten hours of sleep. So,” I added, saluting him with a sarcastic smile before pivoting for the door, “have a great night.”

      “Denise. Wait.” He reached out and touched my arm. “It’s Denise, right?”

      My eyes fell to his hand, and my skin pebbled beneath my blazer. The reaction caught me off guard, and I turned as his fingers trailed down the fabric. “It’s, um…” I brought my gaze to his and cleared my throat. “Yeah, it’s Denise.”

      “Does it have to be In-N-Out? Because we can be at the Rainbow in two minutes and you can be eating a cheeseburger in fifteen.”

      No. Don’t bite. Leave now, get your food, and go to bed. Don’t do it, don’t do it, don’t—Fuck, why does he have to be so goddamn gorgeous?

      I pursed my lips and planted my hand on my hip. “Huh. I’m surprised you want to go to dinner with someone as mean as me.”

      “I just wanted you to talk to me.” He grinned and placed his beer on the bar. “I didn’t really mean that you’re mean.”

      “That’s a lot of means. And you’re very mature. Should I tell the teacher you’re picking on me because you like me?”

      He chuckled. “Well, that would make you mean. And a tattletale.”

      I held back a smile. “So odd how you’re trying to convince me to go to dinner, yet you keep calling me names.”

      “I’ve got one more name, actually,” he said, reaching for his beer and taking a long swig.

      I watched as the liquid made its way down his throat, wondering why I found it so incredibly sexy.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, tugging my blazer over my chest. “What’s that?”

      He brought the bottle down to his side and locked his eyes on mine. “Most beautiful woman I’ve ever fucking seen.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to issue a retort, but closed it as his words registered.

      “Is that better?” He tilted his head, waiting for my response, and his body shifted, a hint of nervousness peeking through the confident exterior.

      “It is,” I said, twisting my lips into a seductive grin. “In fact, I’ve decided not to tell on you.”

      His body relaxed. “Good. Now, how about dinner?”

      I sucked in a breath as the scales in my mind tipped back and forth. He was hot. Beyond hot. And the way my skin tingled when he touched me…

      No. I need to go. I need to be sharp tomorrow. I can’t do another day hungover.

      “Thanks for the offer,” I said. “And the compliment. But I should get home.”

      His face fell slightly, and he ran his hand over his mouth in an attempt to hide his disappointment. He clearly wasn’t used to women turning him down. “All right, then. How about you give me your number, and I call you in a couple days to see if you’re ready for another cheeseburger?”

      I blew my breath upward, sending strands of long bangs flying, as I pondered what to do. This would never be serious for me. Nothing ever was, really. But he was sexy as hell and the heat that traveled through my body as indecent images of us flashed in my mind made my decision for me.

      “Fine,” I conceded, my voice purposefully flat.

      I grabbed a pen from my purse and a napkin from the bar, then scribbled my number down and placed it in his hand. He ran his thumb along my palm, causing my pulse to quicken when we locked eyes once again. I gasped, realizing I had been staring at him much too long, and quickly retracted my hand as he folded the napkin and shoved it in the pocket of his jeans.

      “All right, gotta go,” I said, readjusting my purse on my shoulder. “I’ll talk to you…maybe.”

      He shook his head. “No maybe about it.”

      I turned before he could see my bashful smile and was about to push through the door when he called out to me.

      “My name’s Christian, by the way.”

      I twisted my head, forcing my girlish grin into a confident one. I hadn’t purposely not asked for his name. In fact, I’d probably forgotten because all the blood in my brain had rushed to the lower half of my body. But I liked how nonchalant it made me seem about the whole thing. It was important to keep it that way.

      “Right,” I said. “See you around.”
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        * * *

      

      I catapulted through the door of my apartment, immediately kicked off my heels, and flung myself onto the couch with the grease-stained In-N-Out bag clutched in my hand. The fries were gone, devoured in my car on the way home, but I dove in for my cheeseburger and attacked it like I hadn’t eaten in a week.

      The blinking light from the answering machine on the end table caught my eye, and I hit the Play button as I took another bite of my burger.

      “Hey, it’s me!” My best friend Eva’s voice burst through the speaker. “I’m calling because I miss the shit out of you, even though I can’t afford the long-distance charges. I’m guessing you’re still at work, so call me back. Love you, babe.”

      I smiled, wiping sauce from my chin. I missed her, too. It had been over six months since she’d moved back to Chicago, and I wished every day that she was still in LA. I’d call her after I crawled into bed to see how she was doing.

      The machine beeped, signaling the next message.

      “Denise. It’s Christian. Just calling to check on you and your cheeseburger.”

      I choked, somehow managing to press the button to stop the recording before grabbing my soda and washing down the lodged food.

      Had he really fucking called me already? I cleared my throat and played the rest of the message.

      “Also, I meant what I said. About you being beautiful. Not mean. Although, I will think you’re mean if you don’t call me back.” He snickered, recited his phone number, and the machine beeped again.

      I balled up the paper from my burger and tossed it in the bag, a tiny giggle escaping as I thought about our encounter.

      “Denise.” I dropped my head and groaned at the voice coming from the speaker. “It’s Sharon. Your mother. Bill and I are going to Hawaii soon and have a layover in Los Angeles. I want to find a nice, new restaurant for brunch before we fly out of LAX that Sunday. And you could join us, I suppose. I’ll call you later with more details.”

      The fake, high society accent she used to disguise the fact she was the daughter of a mechanic from Fresno made me want to throw up everything I’d just eaten. She didn’t want to see me. She wanted me to be her fucking concierge service. And since I was going to all that trouble to scout out places to eat, well, maybe she’d invite me to sit at their table.

      After all, I was the human she’d pushed out of her body twenty-six years ago, no matter how hard she tried to forget.

      The ache that had subsided crept back into my head as I leapt up from the couch and threw my trash in the bin. I stomped down the hall and into my bedroom, slamming the door behind me before flopping on the mattress and picking up the phone on my nightstand to call Eva.
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      “Your father and I are getting divorced. I’m moving to Chicago.”

      My mother said this like she was telling me she’d fired the gardener or gone to a new hairdresser. Like it should have no impact on my life.

      I peered at her over my glass of juice, then slowly set it on the counter. “Oh.”

      “I don’t want to make a big production of it,” she added, taking a sip of coffee from the delicate white cup in her manicured hand. “I think it’s best if you stay here. Minimal disruption with school and such.”

      “Why Chicago?” I focused on her orange lipstick smudging the porcelain to keep my tears from spilling over my lids. I wasn’t sure why I was upset. It wasn’t like we had a functional mother-daughter relationship. Maybe it was because the hope of having one in the future was now crumbling in front of me.

      “Bill wants to move his company there.”

      Who is Bill?

      The sleeve of her floral kaftan billowed as she fluffed her chestnut hair. “I’m marrying Bill.”

      I swallowed the news along with the rest of my juice.

      “I’m not thrilled about spending winters there, but at least I’ll be able to use my furs,” she continued.

      “Does Dad know?” I asked.

      My mother plucked a stray dark hair off my crisp white button-down. “Don’t be ridiculous, of course he does. No need to worry yourself with it. You’re fifteen, practically an adult. You’ll be fine.”

      “But when are you leaving?”

      She placed her hand on her forehead and closed her eyes, a telltale sign that she was done with my questions. “After the holidays. I’ve already planned the Christmas party, and I’m not letting all that effort go to waste. Johnny and Joanna Carson are coming, for Christ’s sake. Now go on to school.”

      I nodded, picked up my purse and textbooks from the kitchen table, and headed to the porch of our whitewashed colonial. I leaned my head against the thick, ridged column by the top step, staring out at the lush green lawn mower stripes beyond the circular driveway. The lines blurred through the tears I still hadn’t allowed to fall.

      Doesn’t the mother always get the kid in a divorce? Doesn’t the mother always want the kid?

      I pressed my fist into my heart as I envisioned the tiny flame of hope that lived there being blown out by my mother’s tangerine lips. A silly girl’s dream that things would be different one day. But now that dream was dead. She would never be there to ask me how my day was when I got home from school. She would never drive me to my friends’ houses on the weekends while talking about school and boys and life. She would never help me pick out a dress for prom.

      I’d started to fend for myself once I became too old for a nanny but always hoped my mother would wake up one day and realize that she had never actually been a mother at all. She’d throw her arms around me, tell me she was sorry, and we’d eat pizza on the couch while watching The Love Boat and Fantasy Island. I’d fall asleep with my head in her lap.

      Guess I can forget about that now, I thought, although I supposed I could see if our housekeeper liked pepperoni and Saturday night television.

      My father certainly wasn’t an option. I wondered for a moment how he felt about my mother leaving, then realized he never felt anything at all. He worked twenty-four seven and had no use for emotional nonsense.

      “There’s no time for feeling, Denise. Only thinking. Because once you stop thinking, that’s when they go in for the kill” he’d always remind me.

      My eyes darted from the lawn to the driveway at the rev of an engine and a streak of cherry red. I sniffed and blinked back the tears as my friend Suzette’s Camaro came to a screeching halt in front of the house. After pulling in a shaky breath, I hurried down the steps and opened the passenger door.

      “What’s happenin’, hot stuff?” Suzette tapped her cigarette against the ashtray as I settled into my seat.

      I reached for her smoke and took a drag, staring straight through the windshield. “I think my parents are getting a divorce.”

      She pulled away from the house, taking the curve of the driveway at a speed reserved for racetracks. “What? What do you mean ‘you think’?”

      I passed her cigarette back. “My mom just told me she’s marrying some man named Bill and moving to Chicago.”

      “Well, good fucking riddance,” she said, sucking in one last hit of nicotine before tossing the cigarette out the window. “It’s not like you like her anyway.”

      “I—” I paused, holding back my words. I wasn’t sure if that was true. I just knew she didn’t like me.

      I wanted her to like me. I wanted her to love me. But I was too ashamed to say that out loud. It was easier to pretend I didn’t care. It hurt less, and she was leaving, so what did it matter?

      “Yeah,” I said, smoothing out the school-issued plaid skirt that fell just above my knees. “Anyway, I’m pale. I need sun. We should go to the beach.”

      “Oh, girl,” Suzette crooned before turning up the radio. “I have major plans for us after school. Better than the beach.”

      I cocked my head. “What are we doing?”

      “I met this super-hot new band the other night. They’re staying over off Highland. But we can’t go dressed in these stupid uniforms, so we’ll have to go shopping.”

      I nodded, slightly nervous because Suzette was a senior and I was only a sophomore. She took me places all the time where people would offer me bottles of things I was too young to drink and drugs I was too young to take. But I was always worried I would act like a fifteen-year-old. That I would say something immature. Do something dumb. Giggle like the teenage girl I was.

      She reached over and fluffed my hair. “We’re gonna make you look like a fucking superstar, and every guy in that room will lose his mind over you.”

      I smiled, faintly at first, but the idea of someone losing his mind over me tugged my mouth into a full-on grin as Cheap Trick reverberated throughout the car. I dug my compact and strawberry gloss from my purse, rolling the ball over my lips while Robin Zander sang about wanting to be wanted. I studied my reflection in the mirror, then snapped it shut, wondering somewhere in the back of my mind if those lyrics had been written just for me.
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        * * *

      

      I teetered into the hotel in an electric blue spandex minidress, a pair of Candies heels, and a white faux fur jacket. My lids were slathered with matching cobalt eyeshadow, pink streaks lined my cheekbones, and thick gloss caked my lips.

      “Jailbait chic,” Suzette had declared as we’d giggled and posed in the dressing room mirror of a flashy little boutique on Melrose.

      Hanging out in the suite were five guys I assumed were in the band and a few girls with whom Suzette exchanged hugs. She introduced me to the girls, all with names that sounded made up and much cooler than mine.

      “And boys,” she announced, “this is my best friend in the entire world, so we need to show her a good time, okay?”

      They all laughed, and I blushed, hoping the pink powder on my cheeks hid my nervousness. Two of the guys eyed me from the corner of the room, and I looked away, digging in my purse for cigarettes, before sneaking a sideways glance. One of them gave the other a quick bump on the shoulder with his fist and walked my way.

      “Hey,” he said, hovering over me. “So, you’re friends with Suzette?”

      I placed a smoke between my lips and was about to flick my lighter when he held a flame to the tip.

      “Oh.” I was thrown off by the chivalrous gesture and warmth rippled through my body. “I mean, uh, yeah.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Denise.”

      He smirked as his eyes traveled up and down my body. “You like bassists, Denise?”

      I scoffed, outwardly cool, as my insides fizzed like the Alka-Seltzer tablets my father plunked into his whiskey when he came home from work. “Only if they’re good.”

      “Well, I guess you’re in luck, then.”

      What would the girls with the hip names say?

      I took a drag off my cigarette and cocked my head, blowing smoke from the corner of my mouth. “Awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

      He laughed, his shaggy dirty-blond hair falling into his face. “You gotta be in this business, baby girl. Now, we need to get you a drink.”

      He poured me a vodka and orange juice, told me his name was JD, and led me to the couch where we sat, his body shifted toward mine.

      “You know, everybody always flips their fucking lids over blonds, but I really dig brunettes. And big brown eyes.” He smiled and fingered the ends of my dark feathered hair.

      I took a long pull of my drink and bit my bottom lip, thinking that’s what a sexy woman would do. “Well, I guess you’re in luck, then.”

      JD chuckled and let his hand fall from my hair to my thigh, sending a shiver through me. “I see what you did there. Clever and gorgeous.”

      I tipped my cup up and finished off the screwdriver in one swallow, dropping my cigarette inside. “And out of a drink.”

      “Whoa, mama. I’m impressed. I could use another, too, actually,” he said, swirling his beer bottle before heading for refills.

      “Denise,” Suzette hissed, sliding onto the couch. “JD is a total fucking fox, and he wants you so bad. I’ve been spying.”

      I smiled at the idea, shifting my eyes to where he was pouring my drink and talking to one of his bandmates. “You think?”

      “Yes, girl.” She leaned closer, a mischievous grin painted on her face. “So are you gonna do it? Is tonight finally the night?”

      All the nerves in my body fired at once, and my hand landed over Suzette’s mouth. “Oh my God, shut up.”

      I knew I was a virgin. She knew I was a virgin. But no one else needed to know. Especially not JD.

      She peeled my hand away and giggled. “This is it. This is the guy. I feel it.”

      My cheeks warmed. “He’s been so nice to me. He lit my cigarette and is getting me drinks. He said I was smart and gorgeous.”

      Suzette squealed, and I raised my brows, warning her to keep her voice down. “You have to do this, Dee. Just remember, it kinda hurts at first but then⁠—”

      I cleared my throat as JD approached us.

      “What kinda hurts?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “Oh, hey,” Suzette said, popping up from the couch. “We were just talking about⁠—”

      “Nothing,” I interrupted, taking the fresh drink from his hand as she giggled and sashayed away. I took a sip from the cup, trying to think of something cool to say. “So, uh, do you guys have any shows coming up?”

      He told me they were recording their album, then lying low for a while. Maybe doing a couple random gigs. Music and voices echoed in the background as we talked about how he joined the band, and I made up stories about my life that had nothing to do with attending the tenth grade at a private all-girls school and living with my parents in Holmby Hills. I said I was studying to be an actress and roomed with a couple other girls in an apartment in Burbank. He told me I was beautiful and he wanted me backstage at the next show they played. We kissed, and I tasted my strawberry gloss as it rubbed off on his lips.

      “You should get rid of this,” he said, gently grasping my faux fur coat.

      I smiled and handed him my drink while I slid my arms out of the jacket and tossed it on the floor. “Better?”

      “Much.” JD’s calloused fingers brushed my shoulder, then trailed downward. “Did I mention how sexy you are?”

      I gave him a playful shove and laughed.

      “Like, I can’t stop thinking about what’s under that dress.”

      My scalp tingled. My skin tingled. Everything tingled.

      Oh my God, this could really happen.

      “So, you gonna let me find out?” he asked.

      I chugged the rest of my vodka and orange juice, staring at the ceiling, knowing this was going to be a dividing line in my life. Something I’d never forget. I’d recount the story to my friends the next day. To my college roommates in several years. To my female coworkers when I left the office early for cocktails one day in the future.

      If I even went to college. If I even worked. Maybe JD would ask me to go on the road with him, and I’d be one of those women who wore big sunglasses and backstage passes and traveled the world on private jets.

      “Sure,” I murmured, the two strong drinks making me feel fluid and as sexy as he said I was.

      He stood and extended his hand to me, and I floated toward the bedroom connected to the lounge area of the suite, but the door was closed.

      “Guess that’s occupied.” He grinned, steering me into the bathroom, flipping the light on, and shutting the door behind us.

      I wanted to ask if we could wait until the bedroom was free but didn’t want to seem like a child. Even though I was one.

      I placed my purse on the back of the toilet and turned to kiss him. But instead of kissing me back, he moved his hands up my thighs, hiking my dress to my waist and positioning me over the sink so that my back was to him.

      Oh my God, my underwear is in my purse. I’d taken it off at the store on Melrose because Suzette had insisted panty lines were tacky. He’s seeing me naked. He’s seeing everything naked. My cheeks pinked as I gripped the sides of the sink, and my pulse raced at the sound of his zipper, the feel of his bare penis pressing against me.

      What’s going on? Is it supposed to happen this fast? Is he just going to put it in? Thoughts crashed like waves in my mind as I looked at my reflection in the mirror to see him staring back at me. I wanted him to say something. To say I was special.

      But all he said was, “You ever done this before, baby girl?”

      Don’t say anything stupid. Act like you’re grown.

      “What do you think?” I asked, like this was just another night, but my voice cracked ever so slightly, and I worried I’d given myself away.

      My answer elicited a sly smile from JD, and I dropped my head as he pushed into me. I braced myself against the cold porcelain, staring at my white knuckles, afraid to look up and see his face contorted in pleasure—or mine contorted in pain.

      He gripped my hips, his hands rough against my skin, and grunted with each thrust.

      Holy shit, was every dick this big?

      My only experience with them before that pivotal moment had been a blow-slash-hand job in the backseat of Johnny Morello’s car the previous summer, but he was only sixteen, so I had to wonder if maybe it wasn’t fully grown. Even though I’d been to parties with Suzette before, I’d somehow always managed to put off the guys who hit on me with excuses.

      I can’t tonight.

      I want to, but I’ve gotta get home.

      My boyfriend’s waiting up for me.

      I wondered if maybe I should’ve said those things this time.

      No. He told me I was beautiful and smart. He picked me out of all the girls in the room. He wanted me.

      He sped up, panting “fuck, fuck, fuck” over and over again until he pushed into me so hard I was sure my head would hit the mirror. My crotch was throbbing, but I sighed softly and faked the smile of a satisfied woman.

      He slipped out of me and liquid trickled onto my inner thigh, so I quickly pressed my legs together, pulled down my dress, and stepped away from the sink, waiting for him to touch my hair and kiss me and tell me he’d meet me outside.

      “Thanks, doll,” he said, zipping his jeans and checking his appearance in the mirror before leaving the bathroom. “You really are sexy. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      Shame smacked me in the face, and I immediately locked the door and sat on the toilet, wincing as pee stung my no-longer-virgin skin. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks, his words echoing in my head.

      “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      Was I not pretty enough?

      Was I not cool enough?

      Had I not done it right?

      After I got up, I forced myself to stand in front of the mirror, grab my compact, and cover the black smudges under my eyes. I wasn’t going to walk back into that party looking like an ugly, stupid girl who cried over boys.

      I heard my father’s voice as I swept powder over my face and reapplied my lip gloss. All I had to do was stop feeling. Stop feeling and start thinking.

      We’d had sex. What was the big deal? People had sex all the time. And now my first time was done. I was glad it was over, even if other girls had made it sound like having their cherries popped was so romantic. Maybe they were lying. Or maybe I just wasn’t that kind of girl.

      I took a deep breath and stepped out into the lounge, scanning the room. Red heat spread across my chest and climbed up my neck as I saw JD taking a hit off a joint with some other girl.

      Stop feeling.

      I forced my eyes away to find Suzette straddling a dark-haired guy seated in the corner of the room. After grabbing my coat from the floor by the couch, I approached them on shaky legs and gently tapped her shoulder. “Hey, Suzy. I’m gonna call a cab and head home.”

      She rolled her head full of blond curls toward me, a faraway look in her eyes, like she’d washed down a quaalude with a shot of vodka.

      Good. She won’t ask too many questions.

      “Hey, babe. What’d you say?” she slurred with a vacant smile.

      “I gotta go. Not feeling the vibe here,” I said, doing my best to sound bored. “But have fun, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” I leaned down and kissed her cheek, while she kissed the air and told me vibes were important.

      The lights on Sunset blurred as I stared outside the window of the taxi, wondering if I would look different when I walked into the house. If my father would notice I was dressed like I should be standing on a corner in Hollywood. Or if my mother would look up from her martini glass long enough to glean that there was something unfamiliar about me that she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

      Neither of those things happened, so I headed straight to my bedroom, put on a record, and wrote HAD SEX in bubble letters in my diary.

      That’s all there was to say. He’d served his purpose. And it felt good to be wanted, even if it wasn’t exactly how I had imagined. At least that’s what I told myself as the ink on the lined pink paper blurred from the one tear I allowed to fall.

      I closed my diary and looked to the corner of my room where the dolls I used to play with as a little girl were arranged in various poses, untouched for several years. It would be easier to be one of them, I thought. Pretty face and pretty hair on the outside. No heart and no feelings to hurt on the inside.
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      I pulled my SUV into the garage and cut the engine. Air streamed from my lips, and my body deflated like a balloon, sinking into the soft tan leather on the seat. I tilted my head back and closed my eyes, trying to regain my composure before I went into the house.

      I couldn’t tell Liz about Christian. She was just a neighbor who occasionally came over to drink wine, complain about her husband, and ask me how in the world I ever found a man as good as Marcos. I would always just shrug and say it was luck, I supposed. Which wasn’t exactly untrue. Marrying him really had been a fluke. A series of missteps, accidents, and tangled-up emotions that by some twist of fate had given me the family I thought I’d never have.

      I sighed and ran my hands through my hair, the image of Christian standing on the sidewalk engraved on my brain.

      Fuck.

      Would he be at the coffee shop the next time I went? Did he know where I lived? How had he found me after all this time? Did he remember…

      I sucked in a breath and shook my head, not allowing myself to think about that. Not allowing my mind to think about him, period.

      I grabbed the drinks and grocery bag and hurried into the kitchen, placing them on the counter before plucking the vanilla latte out of the cupholder and following the sounds of the television in the family room. Liz flipped through a magazine in one of the chairs, and Marisol was curled up on the couch under a wool throw, eyes fixed on Twilight.

      “Well, hey there, my little sickie.” I kissed her forehead, which felt cooler against my lips than it had earlier that morning. “And here,” I said, handing Liz the latte. “For being a gem.”

      “Mmm. You’re the gem.” Her eyes widened as she took a sip.

      I perched on the edge of the couch beside Marisol and stroked her long dark hair. “You seem like you’re feeling better.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. And I’m so glad they made a movie of this so I don’t have to read the book.”

      I chuckled and turned to Liz. “Books aren’t her thing. But please tell me you’ve read them all so I know I’m not the only middle-aged woman completely obsessed with teenage vampires and werewolves.”

      She shut the copy of LA Weekly and tossed it on the end table. “Every single one.”

      We laughed, and she pushed herself out of the chair. “Okay, I’ll let you two enjoy the movie. Glad you’re feeling better, kiddo. And thanks for the latte, Denise. Best neighbor ever.”

      Marisol raised her head off the throw pillow on the couch. “Thanks for coming over, Mrs. Hollis.”

      Liz smiled and blew Marisol an air kiss as she headed out of the room. “Anytime.”

      “Want some ginger ale?” I asked, rubbing Marisol’s arm through the throw. “Or feel like eating anything?”

      “Just ginger ale is good,” she answered, snuggling farther into the couch. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Love you, sweet girl.”

      I squeezed her shoulder before padding into the kitchen, where a notification dinged on my laptop. I grabbed my chai, then walked over to the island, sliding two fingers over the touch pad to bring the screen to life. My muscles immediately tensed, and I held my breath as the cursor hovered over the email.

      No. No, no, no. Why is he doing this? Why now?

      I closed my eyes for a split second, quickly clicked on the message, then opened them.

      
        
        From: Christian O’Connor

        To: Denise Abbott

        Subject: I’m Sorry

      

      

      
        
        Denise,

      

        

      
        I’m sorry I surprised you this morning. I shouldn’t have done that. I’m in town for work, and the coffee shop is near where I’m staying. I’ve seen you there but couldn’t figure out how to talk to you, and I just had to take my chance today. I realize this sounds insane, like I’m a crazy stalker, but I don’t want anything other than a chance to tell you how truly sorry I am for all the hurt I caused you. I’m in recovery now, and things are so different. I need to see you. Make amends. Can you give me a chance to do that? That’s all I’m asking. Please.

      

        

      
        Christian

      

      

      He’d typed his phone number beneath his name.

      I stared at the screen until it became a sea of fuzzy waves glaring back at me. It had been nineteen years. Nineteen goddamned years since I’d scrambled out of that ransacked house and driven away from him.

      For months after, I’d worried what he might do. Show up at my apartment? At work? All the times I’d thought we were over before, he’d reappear and beg for forgiveness. But that time was different. He’d finally chosen between me and heroin, and heroin had won. I tried not to pay attention as he rose to fame afterward, but once the band’s first album came out, they were everywhere. And he was the front man. The voice with the looks that made all the grunge girls sweat through their flannels. The super-fucking-nova exploding in the sky.

      When the band split up, I was relieved I didn’t have to see his face anymore. I assumed he’d retreated into a life of solitude with a suitcase full of needles. But I thought about him. More than I wanted to. More than I should have.

      And now this. Waiting for me in a coffee shop. Emailing me. How does he remember where I work? How does he know anything about my life?

      My thoughts ran wild with images of him showing up at the office, causing a scene in front of my employees, in front of Marcos. Of him in the corner of the coffee shop every morning for eternity, peering at me over his dark glasses. Of him ringing the doorbell at our house and Lucas answering it and seeing…

      I gasped and punched the Delete button before retreating to the kitchen table, out of reach from my laptop. I settled into the banquette and placed my elbows on the table, resting my head in my hands. I couldn’t let my imagination run wild. Surely, he wouldn’t do any of those things. If he was in recovery now, he’d call his sponsor, who’d tell him to respect my privacy, and he’d move on.

      Unless.

      The thought sent my stomach to the floor.

      Unless he remembers what I told him at his house that day.

      No. It wasn’t possible. He’d been out of his mind. There was no way he’d remember I’d told him I was pregnant.

      Absolutely no way.
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      I pulled one leg up on the tan wicker chair, shoveling a spoonful of boxed mac and cheese into my mouth while scanning the latest issue of Cosmo spread open on the kitchen table. The article’s headline promised to teach me how to find the joy in sex. I frowned, sad that there were girls walking around out there who hadn’t found it. I’d actually made it my personal mission after the asshole from that second-rate band had used me in the hotel bathroom.

      I startled at the sound of footsteps against the tile floor and quickly closed the magazine.

      Shit.

      My father, dressed in a charcoal suit and maroon tie, set his tumbler of whiskey on the counter. “Where’s Maria?”

      “She’s off for the next couple days,” I garbled through a mouthful of food. “Visiting her family in San Jose. But she left dinner in the oven for you.”

      He glanced around the room, a blank expression on his face, and ran a hand through his short gray hair. “Okay. Well. How do I turn that thing on?”

      I popped up from the chair and hurried over to the oven, setting it to 350 and winding the timer. “She just fixed it a little while ago, so the oven’s still warm. It shouldn’t be long.”

      He nodded and loosened his tie while I returned to my seat. I was about to put my Walkman on so that Van Halen would drown out any awkward silence that was sure to follow, but he spoke first.

      “How’s school?”

      Why is he talking to me? Does he not have any work to do? It’s six o’clock, why is he even home?

      “It’s, uh…fine?” I answered, slowly placing the padded earphones back on the table.

      “Good. And have you decided which college I’ll be writing a check to for the next four years?”

      I stared down at my bowl of noodles, stirring them with my spoon. I didn’t know if my answer was the right one. If I should…if I could explain it to him when I didn’t know how to explain it to myself.

      “I, um…I was thinking⁠—”

      “USC?”

      I shook my head. “No, I…”

      “UCLA?”

      Spit it out.

      “I was actually thinking about DePaul.”

      My father rolled his lips inward and inhaled through his nose. I studied him, waiting for a flicker, a twitch, any sort of indication of how my words had landed with him. He remained stoic, but when he spoke, slowly and deliberately, I knew.

      “As in, DePaul University in Chicago?”

      I tried to nod but managed just one bob of my head, afraid to commit to a yes.

      “So you’ve decided, then?” he asked

      “It’s a good school” was all I managed to eke out.

      He took a long pull off his whiskey, then swirled the amber liquid in the glass. “It is a good school. But I’m not sure why you’d want to go there when USC and UCLA are in the same damn town where film deals get done. Do you not want to work at the company anymore?”

      My face flamed. His trust in my ability to succeed in business—in his business—was the only connection we had, and now I was disappointing him. The one thing I’d been able to get right in our relationship was going wrong.

      “Because I thought that’s what we’d agreed on,” my father continued. “Keeping the business in the family. I show you the ropes, you take over when I retire.”

      “No, I do want to,” I assured him. “I want to work for you. For the company. But I also want to see if maybe Mom and I can…” I trailed off as he stared past me, his jaw tightening.

      I cleared my throat. “I just want to see if I can spend some time with Mom before I come back here and start work.”

      He tipped his drink back, finishing it off before setting the empty glass down. “You’re a very smart girl, Denise,” he said, finally shifting his eyes to me. “If you weren’t, I’d tell you to marry rich and hope for the best. But you’ve got my business sense, and you could be a very powerful person one day.” He pressed his hands onto the countertop. “You’ve got just one problem.”

      My mouth went dry, and I rubbed my lips together. “What…what’s that?”

      “You have too much goddamn faith in people.”

      My nose stung, and a tide of tears swelled in my eyes. I wanted to tell him he was wrong. That his words were proof that he knew nothing about me besides the fact that I made good grades and shared his last name. If he’d known me even just a little bit, he would have understood that I didn’t have faith in much of anything.

      I didn’t have faith in him to care about me if I got into a horrible car accident, lost all that “business sense,” and couldn’t run the company. I didn’t have faith in the guys I slept with, except their ability to give me an orgasm or two once I told them what to do. I didn’t have faith in half of my friends from school, as they would no doubt turn around and stab me in the back if it suited their needs. And I actually didn’t have faith in my mother to love me like I needed her to. But the little girl who secretly played with her makeup and teetered around on her heels trying to look as beautiful as she did had to give it one last try.

      “I—” My words got caught in my throat, and I coughed. “I called her. I told her I wanted to go to college in Chicago. She said that was fine, she would have me over to the apartment for dinner sometimes. Apparently, it’s a penthouse right on the lake and⁠—”

      “I don’t need the details of her life.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…Sorry.”

      The timer dinged, and my father turned his head. “Anyway. How do I get the plate out of there? Where are those…things?” He held his hands out, palms up.

      I walked across the kitchen, laser-focused on the oven, afraid I would cry if I looked in his eyes. They were the same warm brown as mine, reminding me I really was his daughter, and all I wanted to do was make him proud. But now I’d fucked that up.

      I grabbed a mitt out of the drawer, pulled the plate from the oven, and set it on the stove. I placed a fork and knife on it before retreating back to the table and picking at my own dinner.

      He blew out a long breath. “I’ll write the check to DePaul, Denise. But don’t say I didn’t warn you about her.”

      I nodded, the cracks in my heart expanding. Maybe I was stupid for hoping my mother cared about me. I’d wanted so badly to crush my feelings for her like the beer cans that drunk boys stomped on at house parties. To turn all my feelings off like I did when I went upstairs to those same boys’ bedrooms after they were done showing off. But I couldn’t do that with her, no matter how hard I tried. I’d been so shocked by her leaving that I hadn’t told her how I’d felt. I didn’t have the words at the time. But I was going to try to find them. Move to her city. Show her how badly I needed to be the daughter she wanted.

      “I do want to be a part of the company. And I’ll come back,” I told my father, my voice soft and apologetic, as if I was asking him to forgive me for trying to have a relationship with my mother.

      “Oh, you will,” he said, heading out of the room to his office, mitt and plate in hand. “I know you will.”
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