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For my family, the one I was born into and the one I created, for teaching me everything I know about love.


Special thanks to my mother, whose storytelling has shaped my writing and my life.




PART ONE


RILEY


As soon as the bus pulled out of the station, I set my book in my lap. I’d already read the same sentence half a dozen times. I felt intensely aware of my body: the position of my legs (uncrossed), my feet on the metal bar in front of me, my palms face down on the pages of the open book. I was sitting up straight, as you have to in those kinds of seats, with my head tilted to the right so I could pretend to be looking out of the window. I feel like you always have to pretend to be looking at something when what you’re really doing is thinking about the tragedy of your own life. Otherwise people tend to assume that you’re crazy – whether you’re accidentally staring at someone or you seem to be casually examining the fabric of the seat in front of you. Looking out of the window is a pretty harmless occupation for your eyes. It makes people more comfortable.


I sat two rows from the front, my backpack on the seat next to me. It’s all part of my bus strategy. I pretend to be consumed by whatever book I’m reading so that other passengers won’t ask me to move my bag and let them sit next to me. It only works if you’re near the front. By the time they get to the back of the bus, they’ve run out of options.


Since leaving Tucson, I had been waiting for some kind of sign, or feeling that I was doing the right thing. The flight from Phoenix to Boston had been direct and unsettling. Humans aren’t meant to travel at that speed. There isn’t time for your mind to catch up with the idea of your body being in a new place. It isn’t natural. Sitting on this bus, my unfocused gaze vaguely registering the blur of trees along the Massachusetts Turnpike, I began to feel myself breathing for what seemed like the first time in days. I had been operating on autopilot so long that it came as a great relief, a startling realization, that I was alive. I was choosing this breath and then the next.


My hand cupped the side of my face, my fingertips exploring the slope of my cheekbone. There was no bruising, and although this meant fewer questions to answer, it seemed wrong, the absence of physical proof to confirm my reality. I felt black and blue all over.


That morning I’d sat across from Donna at the kitchen table. It was a lime-green diner table from the fifties. We’d picked it up from Craig’s List because it reminded Donna of one her grandmother had. The chairs didn’t match it or each other and the vinyl on mine had split along the edge showing the beige foam padding within, like a deep gash in human flesh.


I blew into my coffee mug, aware of Donna’s eyes on me. Reluctantly, I looked up at her. ‘Cry.’ She said it like it was an order.


I shrugged, looking back into my coffee.


‘I feel like you’re trying to hold it together for my sake, but I’d much rather you just fell apart.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Donna rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah. That’s what I want.’


I took a big swallow of coffee. ‘I broke a bowl this morning.’


‘Which one?’


‘The one with the chip in it.’


‘That’s kind of lucky.’


‘Yeah. I like to finish what I start.’


Donna laughed.


‘Don’t ever let it be said that I’m not tougher than an inanimate object.’


‘I wouldn’t dare.’ She sighed. ‘So your parents know you’re coming?’


‘Yeah. I sent an email first to tell them I got a cheap deal on a last-minute flight. I lie better in email.’


She nodded.


I chewed at a hangnail on my thumb. ‘So, am I the biggest loser you know?’


Donna reached across the table and grasped my wrist. ‘No, not the biggest.’


We smiled at each other.


I’d always wanted to live in Tucson. Ever since I’d seen Drew Barrymore and Whoopi Goldberg in Boys on the Side. They lived in this amazing adobe house, and the Indigo Girls played at the local cantina. With my college graduation approaching, and my classmates getting jobs, or at least going for interviews, I spent a lot of time thinking about Tucson. My father’s voice played in my head as I looked at Internet ads for roommates there: ‘What are you going to do with a major in philosophy?’


Somehow it had never occurred to me that, when I left school, I’d need to be marketable. I took classes that interested me; I read books my parents had never heard of, contemplated things they’d never considered. I discussed complex theories in the dining hall, eating food I hadn’t paid for. I stayed up late debating fascinating ideas, knowing I could sleep until noon the next day. I’d change the world eventually, but I never thought about how I’d pay the rent until then. I’d never really given much thought to the end of college. My graduation loomed ahead of me, like an appointment to fall off a cliff to my death. And it was a kind of death. I would never be this free again.


That was how I met Donna. She was a bartender in Tucson and the girl she’d been living with had married rather suddenly and moved out. She was barely able to cover the rent on her own. We emailed back and forth for a while, and I got a really good feeling about her. The fact that I ended up being right could have been a complete lucky coincidence. It seems I’ve been right about people about as often as I’ve been wrong.


I took the graduation money my grandfather had given me and one suitcase and took off a week after the ceremony. My parents and I had several arguments about it before I left. I couldn’t give them a satisfactory adult reason for leaving, but when I told them I’d already purchased my plane ticket, they backed off. They seemed to decide it might finally be time to let me make my own mistakes. I think they believed I’d be back in a matter of weeks.


Tucson isn’t really like it is in the movie. They must have filmed on the edge of town, or outside town, because things aren’t so spread out and there aren’t that many dirt roads. Most of the roads are four lanes travelling in each direction. Everything is on a grid and each street corner looks the same as the next. Everyone talks about cross streets. In New England, we always give directions that are three pages long and include things like ‘Turn left after the blue house.’ In Tucson, you just tell people the two roads that intersect closest to your address. Simple as that.


Donna picked me up at the airport in Phoenix. I recognized her immediately. I hadn’t been sure about that even though she’d sent me a picture. You never know how well a photograph represents the real person. I wonder sometimes whether I look the same as I do in pictures. People have always told me that I’m very photogenic. I take that to mean I don’t look as good in reality.


Donna had curly red hair and a nice tan. She didn’t have fair skin, the way a lot of redheads do: a girl like that couldn’t live in Arizona. She was waiting for me at Baggage Claim and she ran up and hugged me. I felt like we were old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a while. She insisted on carrying my bag out to the car and I insisted on paying for the parking and we chatted non-stop all the way to Tucson. I don’t remember what we talked about.


Donna got me a job as a waitress at the restaurant where she tended bar. Even though I’d never worked as a waitress before, her recommendation was enough. It was hard work, but I liked getting to talk to people all day. I thought of it as temporary; something to do until I got my bearings. It’s a good way to get the feel of a new city. When Donna and I worked the same shift, I’d get a ride with her, and when we didn’t, I’d take the bus. It all worked out.


When I called home, I didn’t get a lot of enthusiasm for my new job.


‘You’re working as a waitress?’ my father asked me, repeating the exact words I had just said, only in the form of a question. When he passed the phone to my mother she asked if I was planning on finding myself in the soup of the day.


‘You never know,’ I said, determinedly cheerful.


I knew it could have been worse. They had paid for my degree and all they expected in return was for me to have the kind of future that would impress the recipients of my mother’s Christmas-card updates.


I didn’t call home very often.


I met Ben at work on a Friday night. I’d only been in Tucson for a few weeks. He ordered a bacon cheeseburger and a Coke. It wasn’t the soup of the day, but as soon as we locked eyes, I had the feeling I’d found something I hadn’t even known I’d been looking for.


I waited for his friend to go to the restroom, then dropped by his table. ‘How is everything?’ I asked.


‘Fine. Everything’s fine.’ He reached for his glass, but didn’t lift it from the table.


‘Just fine? Not great?’ I looked at him with mock-concern, one hand on my hip.


He smiled. ‘Now that I think about it, everything’s great. Thanks.’


I smiled back. ‘That’s better.’


‘I haven’t seen you here before,’ he said. He was wearing faded blue jeans and a white T-shirt, speckled with yellow paint. He had an even, dark tan, and though his clothing and muscled arms spoke of hard work, his fingernails were short and clean.


‘It’s my first week. I just moved here,’ I said.


‘Oh? Where you from?’


‘Massachusetts.’


‘Wow. What brought you out here?’


‘Well, the job mostly.’


His brow furrowed.


‘I’m kidding.’


He laughed. ‘Sorry. I’m gullible.’


‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ I was clicking the top of my pen in and out. ‘I just felt like a change, really.’


‘Well, I’d say you’re in for one.’ He leaned forward in his seat. ‘You know, if you’re looking for someone to show you around—’ He cleared his throat.


‘Oh, yeah? What are your tour-guide credentials?’


‘Well, I’ve lived here all my life.’


‘That’s a pretty good one.’


‘I’m Ben, by the way.’


‘Riley,’ I said, angling my shoulder toward him and motion -ing to my nametag.


Ben slid his napkin to me. ‘Why don’t you give me your number?’


I held out my pen. ‘Why don’t you give me yours?’


Ben was writing as his friend returned to the table, raising his eyebrows and smirking. I stuffed the napkin into my apron, told them to enjoy their meals and left.


I called Ben two days later and he took me up Mount Lemmon. He told me there were five different ecosystems along the drive, but we counted only three. It was amazing the way the environment shifted so quickly: after miles of saguaro cactuses in all directions, I couldn’t find a single one.


Ben had dark hair and green eyes. He had certain smiles he only ever gave to me. When we ate at my place, he would clear the table and rinse the dishes so it wouldn’t be such a chore for me later. He wore short sleeves on cool evenings, but always brought his jacket along in case I got cold. He thumbed through the pages of the books piled on my nightstand. He readjusted the blankets in the middle of the night, sitting up to make sure my feet were covered. He told stories like it was the first telling, like I was the only one he’d ever told.


My parents were wrong about one thing. More than a year would pass before I made the long trip home.


I closed my book as the bus pulled into the Springfield station. I hadn’t got very far in the two hours. It was some piece of fiction set in New York City, as all good fiction is. Nothing of interest happens in Ohio or Massachusetts or Arizona.


My parents were waiting for me when I got off the bus. They’d have had to pay the dollar to park in the lot and walk over to greet me.


My mom hugged me first. ‘It’s so good to see you, kiddo.’ She looked me over, checking for signs of wear, as if I were a treasured belonging she had loaned out grudgingly.


I hunched my shoulders against her knowing appraisal. ‘You didn’t have to park. I would have found you.’


‘We know, but we were excited to see you.’ She slipped her fingers through my hair, sliding them down the strands that hung between us. ‘It’s grown so long.’


My dad hugged me next. His hugs have always been endearingly awkward. He tries so hard.


‘Where’s your tan?’ my mom asked.


I held my arm in front of me, noticing for the first time that it was paler than usual. ‘It gets too hot in July to spend a lot of time in the sun.’


‘It just got sunny here last week,’ my mom said, making a face to convey she was half serious.


‘Which one is yours?’ my dad asked, as the driver pulled the last few bags from the compartment under the bus.


‘These two.’ I pointed, and my dad picked up the big duffel bag, leaving me the smaller suitcase on wheels.


‘Wow. You used to be such a light packer,’ my mom said.


‘I guess I lost my talent for it. I just couldn’t decide what to bring.’ I tried not to sound defensive.


A handful of dim stars lit up the night as we pulled into the driveway. I’d been feeling more at ease the closer we got to the house, and now I wasn’t even fidgeting in the back seat. A warm glow poured out of the windows onto the lawn, and the pond out back was visible only as a representation of the sky.


I was tired. I had left Tucson early that morning and had been travelling all day. With the time difference, it seemed longer than it was. I wanted to curl up in my bed and sleep for a thousand years, not have to make any more decisions. I didn’t want to be able to determine the outcome of anyone else’s life. I didn’t even want that much power over my own.


BEN


That first cigarette took the edge off my anxiety faster than four or five beers would have. I stood in the Quickie Mart at one a.m. doing the math. A six-pack of the kind of beer I drank was three bucks more than an entire pack of Marlboros. Smoking was cost effective.


I hadn’t smoked since high school, but I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t call her. There was nothing to say. I couldn’t even think straight. That was an expression I’d never understood in such a literal way. But that was how it felt. My thoughts were colliding at diagonal intersections. I couldn’t formulate full sentences. Just directing the guy at the register toward the right pack on the wall behind him took actual concentration. He didn’t check my ID, and even though I had my licence in my wallet, where it always was, I was relieved to avoid that simple interaction.


I rushed out of there with my heart pounding, as if I’d stolen something, like the time when I was a kid and pocketed some penny candy on a dare.


I didn’t know where to begin to fix things, didn’t even know if it was my job. It felt like I was in someone else’s dream and had no control over any of it. I couldn’t even say I missed her. I didn’t know where I stood. I just couldn’t pin myself down.


So I started smoking. It made about as much sense as the rest of it.


At home, I sat on the couch, smoking and watching infomercials all night. I ashed on the carpet because I didn’t have an ashtray and because I didn’t care, sinking into the couch cushions, my mind spinning. I couldn’t stop picturing her half of the bed. I wondered whether I had enough money in my account for the chicken rotisserie. Once, I got up to take a piss, only to return to my spot on the couch, light another cigarette and squint into the television.


I stared at the picture of us at Saguaro National Park that Riley had roped an elderly couple into taking for us. We were holding hands, standing in front of a boulder. The framed photo sat on top of the television set, catching some of its glow. It was the only picture she had left behind – the only one of us. It probably meant something, but I had no opinion about it. Riley beamed for the camera. Her dark hair fell past her shoulders and her dark eyes caught the light. She’d squeezed my hand as the flash went off. I was making the face I usually make in pictures. She asked me later why I hadn’t been smiling.


I wasn’t really surprised when I came home to find her gone. No, I can’t say I was surprised at all. I noted each missing object with total detachment. The framed print that had been on the wall above the couch. Her CDs. A vase. The bookcase I’d bought for her at Wal-Mart for twenty dollars stood empty. It seemed a shame that she hadn’t taken it with her. It wasn’t like I had any books of my own.


Yeah, that was the shame of it.


If I felt anything at all about it, I was really just relieved that I wouldn’t have to talk to her, wouldn’t have to think about what to say. What was there to say? There was nothing to say. There was no reason to go to bed. No reason to get up when the sun began seeping through the windows. There was nothing for me to do. Besides, I couldn’t convince her of anything I didn’t believe myself.


[image: image]


When Riley and I had started dating, neither of us had a lot of money. She’d just moved here from the east coast and I was working two jobs to pay for some necessary car repairs. I passed long days up on the roofs of houses I’d never be able to afford. Weekends were generally spent inside, laying floors with a buddy. The relief from the sun would always wane by Sunday night as the pain in my knees and back took over.


Riley was really cool about it. She didn’t expect me to take her out and pay for everything. She was a feminist, but she didn’t hate men. She explained to me that people who think feminists are man-haters are really stupid and should read more books. She thought men and women should be equal, that was all. She questioned things and if the answer was ‘Because you’re a girl’, well, she just thought that was bullshit.


A lot of the time we took turns renting movies or playing Scrabble. I always beat her and she never seemed to mind. She was the best loser I’d ever known. At first I thought she was letting me win: she’d been to college and I hadn’t. But that wasn’t it. Winning didn’t seem to matter to her. It was like she really didn’t care if she was losing because she enjoyed my company. That was how she made me feel.


We were sitting on the couch at my place, watching a video, when she kissed me for the first time. I think it was our third date. I never usually waited so long to kiss a girl I was dating, but being around Riley made me so dizzy I’d chickened out both of the previous nights when I’d taken her home. I’d stood back with my hands in my pockets, reminding myself to breathe, while she fumbled with the lock. She’d turn back, her hand on the doorknob, tilting her head and smiling at me. She’d glance up at me through her eyelashes. She has the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen. ‘I had fun,’ she’d say softly. I’d tell her I’d call her, backing up, the expectation of a goodnight kiss making me physically queasy. I would rush back to my car as soon as she disappeared inside her apartment, kicking myself but feeling at the same time like I’d just narrowly escaped my own death.


We’d been watching the movie for about ten minutes when she reached over and took my hand. Just holding hers made my heart race, and my forehead was actually sweating. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. As soon as the credits started rolling, her other hand began sliding up my chest. I was looking straight ahead but I could feel her eyes on me in the dark. She had to actually turn my face toward her, seemed to search my eyes for some kind of clue as to what I was thinking. I don’t know what she found there, but she kissed me anyway.


We’d fall asleep in my bed most nights, spooning. But during the night we’d revert to our usual habits. I’d sleep on my side with my back to her and she’d sleep on her back with her arms across her chest. She slept like a log, no tossing or turning, her steady breathing all that let me know she was alive. She slept soundly, never so much as grumbling when I rolled around, tugging blankets, unable to get comfortable. I’d never slept straight through the night in my entire life. I’d wake up groggy in the morning to the feeling of her arm sliding over my ribs and squeezing me tightly. She’d pepper my back with her kisses, and if I didn’t start waking up fast enough, she’d press her teeth lightly into my shoulder.


I turned to her one morning and asked her to move in. We’d been dating about three months. We hadn’t even said good morning. I just rolled over and said, ‘Move in with me.’


Her sleepy eyes flew wide open. ‘Are you serious?’


‘Sure. If you lived here, we could wake up together every morning.’


She smiled. ‘That would be nice.’


‘So? Come on.’


‘It’s so tempting but . . .’ she looked up at the ceiling as though it held the answer ‘. . . I can’t do that to Donna. She’s been so good to me.’


‘Haven’t I been good to you?’ I slid my hand up the back of her T-shirt and kissed her neck.


She pushed against my chest and looked at me. ‘I can’t, Ben. I can’t.’


I pulled away and folded my hands over my stomach.


‘Maybe when our six-month lease is up,’ she offered.


I turned my head toward her again. ‘When is that?’


‘December.’


‘That would be cool. Just in time for Christmas.’


‘Could we decorate a cactus?’


‘If you want.’


When Riley moved in with me, Donna decided to move into a one-bedroom apartment. I think she’d grown tired of losing roommates to their boyfriends. I helped carry the heavy stuff the day she moved. We made a party out of it, celebrating that night by going out for margaritas. It seemed to make Riley feel less guilty.


It was hard for me to believe Riley and Donna hadn’t known each other longer than they had. They acted like sisters. They were really loyal and defensive of each other. Like, once I said something to Riley about Donna being fat and Riley flipped out. She told me she was disappointed in me because she’d thought I was different from the rest of the men in our society. I hate it when people say they’re disappointed in me. My mom used to tell me that when I was growing up, and it was so much worse than if she’d just grounded me.


No one likes to be a disappointment.


I’d left three messages and smoked as many packs since she’d gone. It’s amazing how quickly old addictions are renewed. I’d started smoking when I was sixteen – back when being young gives you an excuse to be stupid. I smoked my last cigarette at nineteen, for some girl I was dating who said it was gross to kiss a smoker. It kind of hurt, the way she said it. She was pretty harsh. I quit for her and she dumped me about three weeks later for her ex-boyfriend. I didn’t start smoking again after that. It wasn’t like I was in love with her or anything, so getting over her didn’t require nicotine. I didn’t start back up because I just didn’t ever want some girl to say that to me again.


I took a shower this morning and felt like two days without sleep didn’t make all that much difference. I felt awake and aware. I stepped out of the shower and dried off with one of the green towels. Riley had made the bathroom all girly after she moved in. When I’d lived here alone, nothing matched. Now it was all shades of green and lavender. She’d bought the really soft kind of towels. Mine were the green ones and hers were lavender. We’d never talked about it – that was just how it had worked out. It was understood. That was how we were.


Riley had done the laundry on Tuesday. I’d helped her fold it that evening while we watched Entertainment Tonight. The towel I dried off with this morning should have been clean but it already smelt of smoke. There’s just no getting away from the smell of it.


When Riley came back, she’d be pissed. We’d have to air the place out and rewash all the laundry she’d just done. I was pretty sure I could stop smoking as soon as she came back. It had been only a couple of days. I had to admit I liked it, though, liked having something to do with my hands when I got nervous, liked the ritual of it. And the way it connected me to strangers. Nicotine: society’s true great equalizer. I remembered being a tough young kid smoking on sidewalks with nothing in common with the grey-haired businessmen or Spanish-speaking day labourers who would stop and ask for a light. Or the pretty girls, too old for me, too well dressed, talking to me just so they could bum a smoke. And I’d always give them one, even though I knew I didn’t have a chance, that once I got it lit they’d be moving on down the street, meeting up with their boyfriends. Pretty girls never have to buy their own cigarettes.


Yeah, I liked it, but it really was a nasty habit.


Donna had to have caller ID. That was why she wasn’t answering the phone when I called. I wondered if she’d had it back when Riley lived with her and we’d just started dating. I used to call there a lot and hang up when Riley picked up the phone. At the beginning, being around her made me feel like I was thirteen. Back when I was all too-long limbs, acne and awkwardness. Before the hormones broadened my shoulders, squared and stubbled my jaw, and transformed me from gawky and quiet to strong and silent.


Riley had never mentioned it back then, and I guess it shouldn’t really matter now, but for some reason it made me feel even worse. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. That maybe they’d laughed about me back then. I’d been trying to play it all cool, but she might have known the whole time what a loser I really was. I was fixated on this, as if that was what I should feel ashamed about.


RILEY


When I opened my eyes in the morning, I was expecting to see the room I’d shared with Ben: the blue checker-board bedspread, a tapestry hanging on the wall in busy shades of red and green, the lamp I’d found at Pier One. The familiarity of my childhood bedroom was disorienting.


I shuffled into the kitchen, my hair wild, unself-conscious. Gracie, our black Labrador, charged toward me and licked at my hands as I tried to pat her head.


My dad was making omelettes. My mom was sitting on a kitchen stool, wearing jeans and a pink satin sleep shirt.


‘Good morning, sleepyhead,’ my mom said.


Standing there in my pyjamas, I felt about twelve years old.


‘Hungry?’ my dad asked, over his shoulder. I noticed there was more grey in his stubble than I remembered. He threw several slices of bacon into a frying-pan and it began to sound like the weekend mornings of my easy childhood.


‘Whatcha makin’?’ I asked, sitting on one of the bar stools at the counter and pulling my feet under me.


‘Well, today we’ve got mushrooms, tomatoes, asparagus, umm . . .’ He opened the refrigerator and gazed within. The edibility of my dad’s omelettes had always depended on what happened to be in the refrigerator that week.


‘That sounds good,’ I said, and he closed the fridge and went back to work.


‘Would you like some coffee?’ my mom asked, pouring several spoonfuls of Coffee Mate into her mug.


When I lived with Donna, I started drinking coffee with her in the morning. She used to take it black with two sugars and would scoff at the beige liquid in my mug. Each morning I worked on achieving a darker, more respectable colour. I didn’t really know how to make coffee and Ben didn’t drink it so I’d got out of the habit lately.


‘Sure,’ I said, and she reached into the cabinet to get me a mug. My mom made my coffee just like hers. She placed it on the counter and sat down next to me.


I held the cup in my hands, feeling the heat.


‘So what are your plans while you’re home?’


The fact that she hadn’t asked about Ben made me think she suspected something was up.


‘I thought maybe you’d let me borrow the car so I could drive up to see Laura.’


‘Oh, sure, honey. How is Laura?’


‘She’s good,’ I said. The truth was I hadn’t talked to her since Christmas. I’d forgotten her birthday in April.


‘And the baby?’


‘Good. Everyone’s good.’


Eventually, I would have to tell my parents that I hadn’t purchased a round-trip ticket.


My mom spent about twenty minutes looking for her car keys. She wandered around the house, mumbling to herself, lifting stacks of magazines on the kitchen table and searching her purse over and over again.


‘Saint Anthony!’ She threw up her arms in frustration. Whenever something went missing, she’d call out his name. I’d grown up thinking Saint Anthony stole these things; that he was a friendly little kleptomaniac who borrowed stuff without permission, but always returned it when asked.


My dad found the keys in the bathroom and insisted on giving me gas money on my way out. I was looking forward to the drive. I hadn’t had a car in Tucson; the last time I’d driven was months ago when Donna had been tipsy after leaving a Mexican restaurant.


Ben had always driven when we went anywhere. I was the navigator and DJ. We sang along to Lionel Richie and Carole King and Bob Marley. There were long stretches when we didn’t speak at all and I didn’t feel anxious to fill the car with mindless chatter. I gazed out of the window, held Ben’s hand, and was happy.


He pulled off the road once for a broken-down Hyundai. I never would have done that. I knew nothing about cars. The one time I’d ever stopped for someone, I’d ended up feeling ridiculous. A dog was lying on the side of the road and I drove by twice before stopping to tell someone at the mechanic’s shop on the corner. The man had called to the dog and it ran over. Turned out, it was just taking a nap.


Ben was sheepish as he pulled over. ‘I’m sorry. I just have to.’


‘It’s okay, babe. We’re in no rush.’ I thought it was interesting that he’d picked up on my wariness of strangers (Donna attributed it to my growing up on the east coast), but I liked that he was different. I thought it was sweet.


I got out of the car and waved, but kept myself apart, leaning against the passenger door, trying not to seem anti-social as I checked imaginary email on my cell phone. Ben spent a good twenty minutes with his head under the hood. In the end, the middle-aged couple was rescued by AAA.


We slid back into the car and Ben shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t have felt right if I hadn’t tried.’
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