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CHAPTER ONE



Bubba’s


I SAT IN my parked car outside the bar.


It looked like a bar. It could be any bar anywhere, small town, big city, it didn’t matter. It was just a bar. Bubba’s bar, apparently, for it said “Bubba’s” in blue lettering on a black background in a huge sign at the top.


I looked out the window to my left. There were two Harley-Davidson motorcycles parked there.


I looked back at the bar, which it would seem might be a bit of a biker bar.


I looked out my window to the right. There was a beat-up, old blue Chevy pickup parked at the edge of the parking lot.


I looked back at the bar, which would seem was not high-class and not highbrow. They probably didn’t even have martini glasses.


I looked at the window of the bar. In it there was a sign that said “Help Wanted.” In the little white space at the bottom of the sign was written, “Waitress.”


I pulled breath in through my nose. Then I exhaled, got out of the car and walked right to the door, through the door, and into the bar.


I was right. Nothing special. Nothing high-class or highbrow. It could be any bar anywhere.


There was a man sitting on a corner stool at the long bar at the back of the room. He had a ball cap on. There were two other men playing pool at one of four pool tables. Two to the left, two to the right, the men were at one of the tables to the left. Evidently, bikers played pool. There was a woman behind the bar. She had a lot of platinum blonde hair. She also had a lot of flesh at her cleavage. I could see this because it was bursting out the top of her Harley tank as well as straining the material.


Her eyes came to the door the minute I walked in and didn’t leave me as I walked to the bar.


“Hi,” I started.


“Chantelle’s about twenty miles down the road. Straight on,” the blonde interrupted me. “Just turn right out the parking lot and keep goin’.”


“Sorry?” I asked and felt the man with the ball cap turn to look at me.


“You lookin’ for Chantelle?” the blonde asked.


“No, I’m—”


“Gnaw Bone?” she asked.


“Gnaw bone?” I repeated.


“Gnaw Bone. Not too far away from Chantelle,” she told me. “That what you lookin’ for?”


I didn’t know what to say. Then I asked, “You mean Gnaw Bone is the name of a town?”


She didn’t answer. She looked at the man with the ball cap. I looked too. When I did, I saw firstly that his ball cap had definitely seen better days and those days were about four hundred years ago. Secondly, I saw that he was staring at my breasts.


I looked back at the blonde.


“I’m here about the waitress position.”


For a second there was loaded silence. Then the man with the ball cap burst into a loud guffaw.


The blonde’s eyes narrowed.


“Did Bubba put you up to this?” she asked.


“Bubba?” I asked back, at this point confused.


“Bubba,” she bit out, then glanced around before looking at me. “This ain’t funny. I got things to do.”


I glanced around too and saw that she actually didn’t have much to do. The two guys were playing pool and didn’t seem all that thirsty. The ball cap guy had nearly a full draft in front of him.


I looked again at the blonde.


“I’m not kidding,” I told her.


“Bullshit,” she replied irately, already at the end of her patience.


This was shocking. It wasn’t like I’d never heard a curse word before, or used them myself, just that I didn’t tend to blurt them out to strangers looking for jobs. Or strangers on the whole. And also I’d been there for about three minutes and hadn’t done anything to strain anyone’s patience, much less push them to the end of it.


“No, seriously. I’d like to apply for the position,” I explained.


She didn’t answer for a while and took the time she was silent to study me. I decided to do the same.


She’d be pretty, if she didn’t tease her hair out so much and wear that much makeup and look clearly like she was in a bad mood and anyone could set her off. Though she really pulled off that tank top. I had serious cleavage too but it didn’t come with a petite, slim but rounded body. It came with a big ass and a mini–Buddha belly and a hint of back fat. Not to mention somewhat flabby arms.


I decided to break the silence and announce, “I’m Lauren Grahame.”


I stuck out my hand. She stared at my hand and didn’t get the chance to speak because the ball cap man spoke.


“Jim-Billy,” he said and I turned to him.


“Sorry?”


His hand was out to me, he was smiling and this time looking into my eyes. On the left side he’d lost the second tooth in and hadn’t bothered to replace it. For some reason, instead of this making him look like a hillbilly with bad dental hygiene, it made him look a little goofy and a little sweet.


“Jim-Billy,” he repeated. “That’s my name.”


I took his hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you, Jim-Billy.”


I repeated his name because I learned a long time ago at a training seminar to do that when you met someone. It solidified their name in your mind so you wouldn’t forget it. I was terrible with names and I found this worked and I figured a waitress in a small town needed to remember the names of the regulars at the bar. And Jim-Billy definitely looked like a regular.


It also worked that I chanted Jim-Billy, Jim-Billy, Jim-Billy in my head.


Then again, who’d forget the name Jim-Billy?


He gave me a squeeze, released my hand and his gaze swung to the blonde.


“Tate’ll like her. Big time,” he declared. “Bubba’ll like her even better.”


“Shut up, Jim-Billy,” the blonde muttered.


“About the job…,” I stated, bringing us back to the matter at hand and the blonde looked at me.


Then she leaned into me. “Girl, take this as me doin’ you a favor. Boys around here”—she threw out a hand—“they’d eat you alive. Go to Chantelle. Gnaw Bone. Woman like you has got no business in Carnal.”


Carnal.


That was one of the reasons I picked that town. Its name was Carnal. I thought that was funny and interesting but that was as interesting as I wanted to get.


I wanted to live in a Nowheresville town called Carnal. I wanted to work in an anywhere bar called Bubba’s. There was nothing to either, except the names. Nothing memorable. Nothing special. Nothing.


“You don’t understand,” I told her. “I—”


She leaned back and stated, “Oh girl, I understand.” Her eyes moved from the top of my head to my midriff, which was all she could see with the bar in her way then they came back to mine. “You’re lookin’ for a thrill. You’re lookin’ for adventure.”


“I’m not. I’m—”


She threw her hands up. “You think I don’t know it when I see it? Do I look like a woman who ain’t been around? Do I look like a woman who feels like hirin’ and trainin’ and learnin’ to put up with the new shit a new waitress is gonna feed me? Then when she realizes that she wants her old life back she ups and leaves and then I have to hire and train and learn to put up with new shit again?”


“I wouldn’t give you… um…”


“Everyone shovels shit and I don’t like the taste of it from my kind. I already know I really don’t like the taste of it from yours.”


I again didn’t know what to say because it was dawning that she was discriminating against me.


“Not to be rude or anything,” I said softly, “but you don’t really know me. You don’t know what kind I am.”


“Right,” she replied and there was derision heavy in her word.


“You don’t,” I asserted.


“Girl—” she started but I leaned forward and I did it for a reason.


I leaned forward because I needed her to hear me. I leaned forward because I’d been searching for Carnal a long time. I’d been searching for Bubba’s a long time. I needed to be there and to be there I needed that job.


“Right,” I repeated. “You think I’m some kind of lost woman like out of a book, traveling the globe on some idiot journey to find myself?” I asked and before she could answer, I continued, “Thinking I can go out there and find good food and experience interesting places while soul searching, wearing fabulous clothes and being gorgeous and making everyone I run into love me and, in the end, find a fantastic man who’s really good at sex and adores me beyond reason?” I shook my head. “Well, I’m not. I know who I am and I know what I want and I know that isn’t it because that doesn’t exist. I also know what I’m looking for and I know I found it right here.”


“Listen—” she began.


“No, you listen to me,” I interrupted her. “All my life, or as long as I can remember, I thought something special was going to happen to me. I just had this feeling, deep in my bones. I didn’t know what it was but it was going to be beautiful, spectacular, huge.” I leaned in farther. “All… my… life.” I shook my head again and put my hand on the bar. “It didn’t. I waited and it didn’t happen. I waited more and it didn’t happen. I waited more and it still didn’t happen. I tried to make it happen and it still didn’t happen. Now I know it isn’t going to. It’s never going to happen because there isn’t anything special out there to happen.”


I sucked in breath, she opened her mouth but I kept talking.


“I had a husband. I had a home. I had a job. I had friends. Then I found out my husband was sleeping with my best friend. Not an affair, they’d been doing it for five years. When the cat was out of the bag, they decided to be together for real. He divorced me and I couldn’t afford the house on my own so we sold it. Then, all of a sudden, after ten years of being with someone, I was alone. They got the friends who always thought behind my back they were perfect together. They all knew. For five years. And no one told me.”


“Fuckin’ shit, woman,” Jim-Billy muttered.


“Yeah,” I said to Jim-Billy and looked back at the blonde. “But, you know, after the shock of it wore off, I didn’t care. I swear. I didn’t. Because all of a sudden I realized that I had a shit marriage to a shit guy and I had a shit best friend and all sorts of other shit friends besides. And all that time I was living in a house I didn’t want, it was too darned big and it was too darned everything. A house should be a home, not a house. And that house was in a town I didn’t like because every house looked the same and every woman dressed the same and every man played around the same and every car was shiny and new and there was no personality anywhere. And in that town I had a job I didn’t much care about even though it paid me good money.”


My voice dropped as I went on.


“I realized I didn’t have anything special. All of a sudden I realized that life didn’t have anything special in store for me.”


I took in a breath and finished.


“And I’m okay with that. I don’t want special anymore. I waited and I tried to make it happen and it didn’t. So be it. Now, I want to live someplace that is just a place. I want a job where I can do a good job while I’m doing it and then I can go home to a place that’s a home and just be home. I don’t want anything. I’m done wanting. I’ve been wanting and yearning for forty-two years. The only thing I want is peace.”


“You think you’ll find peace in a Harley bar?” Jim-Billy asked what was possibly a pertinent question and I looked at him.


“I think I can get to work on time, do a good job, feel good about myself because I worked hard and did my best and go home and not think about a Harley bar. I can think about myself or what I have a taste to eat for dinner or what might be good on TV. Then I’ll go to sleep not thinking about anything and get up and get to work on time again.” I turned to the blonde. “That’s what I think. I’m not looking for a thrill. I’m not looking for adventure. I’m looking for nothing special because I can be content with that. That’s what I’m looking for. Can you give me that?”


The blonde said nothing, just looked me in the eyes. Her face was blank and no less hard and it stayed blank and hard for a long time.


Then she said, “I’m Krystal. I’ll get you an application.”


*     *     *


I stood at the window of my hotel room holding the curtains back with a hand and staring at the pool.


Carnal Hotel wasn’t much to write home about. A long block of building, two stories, all the doors facing the front, fourteen on top, fourteen on bottom. I was on the bottom in number thirteen. The rooms were clean, mine had a king-sized bed and a TV that had to have been purchased fifteen years ago suspended from the wall. The low four-drawer dresser and nightstands stuck out of the wall and had no legs. The closet had two extra pillows and an extra blanket. The bathtub and kitchen sink had rust stains but even so, they were clean too. The whole of it was below average but it would do.


That pool, though, that was something else. It wasn’t big but it was pristine clean. The lounge chairs around it weren’t top of the line but they were okay, in great repair, and obviously taken care of.


I looked from the pool to reception. It wasn’t so much reception as a tiny house. A tiny well-kept house with a little upstairs. It also had big half barrels full of newly planted flowers out front. It wasn’t quite summer but it was the end of spring so the flowers hadn’t come close to filling out.


Carnal was in the Rocky Mountains. More precisely, it was in a small valley surrounded by hills that were surrounded by mountains. It was closing on May, there was a nip in the air, and I wondered if those flowers were hopeful.


If they were, whoever planted them had the capacity for a lot of hope. There were more flowers in window boxes in the front windows of the reception-slash-house. There were also more flowers in half barrels intermittently placed by the poles on the walk in front of the hotel rooms with more window boxes on the railing of the balcony in front of the rooms upstairs. And lastly there were more half barrels dotted around the pool area.


The parking lot was tidy and well kept and the hotel and reception/house both had a good paint job.


All of this indicated that Carnal Hotel might be below average but the people who owned it cared about it.


I had checked in with a nice lady at the front desk who said anything I needed, change for the vending machines or laundry room, Wi-Fi access, menus for restaurants and takeout in town, “just holler.”


Then I’d unpacked my car. All of it. I unpacked it for the first time in four and a half months. Then I cleaned it out. All the junk food wrappers, discarded pop cans, fallen mints, lost pieces of candy, bits of paper. The flotsam and jetsam of a killer road trip. I lugged my suitcases (there were five) and boxes (there were two) into the hotel room and took a plastic bag I’d found and filled full of trash to the big outdoor bin tucked close to the side of the hotel not facing any streets.


Then I unpacked my clothes.


Over the past four and a half months, I’d been in tons of hotel rooms but I’d never unpacked. I’d never stayed beyond three days. I’d only stayed long enough to do laundry, take a breather, and decide where I’d head next in my search, zigzagging across so many states I’d lost count in my search for Nowheresville.


After I unpacked, I’d walked into town, which amounted to me walking by room number fourteen and turning the corner. Carnal Hotel was on the edge of town right before the road opened up to nothing again. I’d found a deli, bought a pastrami on rye and ate it on the sidewalk, chasing it with a diet pop. Then I’d walked the town up one side and down the other.


Bubba’s was in the middle, five blocks from the hotel, and it was definitely a biker bar because Carnal was a biker town. There were two bike shops and one bike mechanic at the opposite end from Carnal Hotel and it had a sign that said “We Take Cars Too.” There were also three motorcycle paraphernalia shops that I could see, looking in the windows, sold a lot of leather bike accessories and more leather biker clothing.


There was also the deli, a diner, an Italian restaurant, a pizza delivery place and a coffee house, which was strangely called La-La Land Coffee. Again looking in the windows of La-La Land, I saw it was not run by bikers but hippies that were so hippie they wore tie-dyed shirts with peace signs on front and had long hair. One of the two behind the counter had on round, blue-tinted sunglasses even though he was inside and the other had a thin braided headband wrapped around her forehead. They looked in danger of dropping cross-legged on the floor and singing “Kumbaya.”


This all was intermingled with a discount tobacco store that sold all types of smoker delights for all types of things you could smoke. There were two discount liquor stores, a drugstore, and a tailor who seemed to specialize in stitching biker patches into leather (or at least that was what the sign in the window said).


The town also had two convenience stores, one opposite the hotel, one at the other end of town opposite the mechanic. It had a busy grocery store about a quarter the size of the mega–grocery stores that every other town in the nation seemed to have and it looked like it’d been there since 1967.


All this was rounded out by a bakery, a hardware store, a flower shop, a gas station, and a variety of other Nowheresville places to fill a Nowheresville town.


There were people on the street and I knew they were friendly because most of them smiled at me.


After I checked out the Main Street (called Main Street and it was also the only street with businesses, the rest was residential) of my new home, I went back to reception at the hotel. I bought a week’s worth of Wi-Fi from the nice lady who took that opportunity to share with me that her name was Betty. I shared my name too and decided to go ahead and pay a week in advance on my room when I got the Wi-Fi. This decision overjoyed Betty and I knew that because she told me.


“Sweetie! A week! I’m overjoyed!” she’d shouted.


She would be. Mine was the only car in the lot and she had a flower and pool habit and those weren’t exactly cheap.


Nevertheless, she was friendly and open and I decided I liked Betty.


After telling her I was glad I’d brought her joy, I went back to number thirteen and dragged out my laptop. Then I logged in.


I ignored all my e-mail and sent a message to my parents and my baby sister that all was well, I was fine, and I’d check in with more information later. I saw that they’d sent e-mails to me but I didn’t read them. I didn’t read them because I knew they would freak me out because I knew my mom and dad and sister Caroline were freaked out. They weren’t big on me upping stakes and roaming the country looking for nothing special. They were bigger on me moving home, sorting myself out, finding a decent man and starting over (in that order).


I shut down my computer, sat on the big, soft bed, stared at the wall and thought about the next day when I was supposed to be at Bubba’s at eleven to train to be a waitress and start my new life.


Then I smiled.


After that, I watched TV until it got dark and the pool beckoned me.


Now I was standing and looking outside to see the pool was clean and enticing and it was all lit up. In fact, the parking lot was all lit up. Seeing it, I knew four things about Reception Betty. She was friendly, she liked flowers, she was proud of her below-average hotel and small but clean pool, and she wanted her guests to feel safe.


That’s when I saw the car pull in. It was a convertible, an old model something. It looked like a Chrysler, not great condition but also not a junker.


It parked outside reception, the door opened and a woman folded out.


I stared at the woman.


She had thick, long dark hair and long legs most of which I could see coming out the bottom of her very short, frayed-hemmed jean skirt. She had a tight tank top and more cleavage than Krystal (but as much as me). She wasn’t petite or slim. She was long and very rounded but it was clear she didn’t care. A mini–Buddha belly and a hint of back fat didn’t bother her. Not in the slightest. In fact, she worked it.


She sashayed into reception and I saw a man was there.


He was Betty’s upper-middle-age. He smiled at her like he knew her and she waved and smiled back giving the same impression. I knew this was the truth when he handed her a key without doing any of the usual checking in business.


She took the key, put both her hands on the counter, lifted herself up, booty pointed up in the air, feet in high-heeled stiletto sandals on tiptoe. She kicked back one foot and leaned toward him, giving him an across-the-counter air kiss. Then she strutted back out to her convertible, got in and drove through the parking lot to park three spots down from my Lexus. She got out, didn’t grab a suitcase, and walked toward a door where I lost sight of her.


I had a feeling I was going to have to buy some tank tops to fit in in Carnal.


I dropped the curtain and went to the dresser. Most of my clothes were folded and sitting on top, there wasn’t enough room for them all in the drawers and closet. But at least they’d been released from their suitcase captivity. In the drawers I’d put my underwear, socks and pajamas. I’d also put my bathing suit in there.


Seeing my clothes laid out I thought it wasn’t much but it was more home than I’d had in a good long while and it made me feel weirdly settled.


It had been a warm day but it couldn’t be over sixty-five degrees outside. Still, I loved pools, I loved to be in water, and for some reason I really wanted a swim so I figured it would be like any time you got in cold water. Once you were in, you’d get used to it. At least I hoped so. If not, so what? I’d just drag my carcass out and come back to my room.


I changed into my swimsuit, put on a pair of track pants, a sweatshirt and some flip-flops. Before I could chicken out, I grabbed a towel and my room key and headed to the pool.


I slipped off my shoes and sweats and decided to dive right in. Better to get it over with all at once. I moved to the side of the pool, braced for impact and dove.


The pool was heated.


Heaven.


I swam five laps of the short pool and had to stop because I couldn’t breathe. This, I told myself, had to do with the fact that I was in the Rocky Mountains, at altitude, and it did not have to do with the fact that I was seriously out of shape.


I forced out four more laps and had to stop again.


Then I forced out one more lap and put a hand to the edge to turn back for another lap when I heard the roar of bike pipes.


Stopped at the edge of the pool, holding on and peering over the side, my eyes followed the black and chrome Harley gleaming in Reception Betty’s parking lot lights as it glided along, pulled in and parked next to the convertible. Then my eyes watched the man shove the stand down with his booted foot and swing his leg off the bike.


His back was to me so all I could see was that he was tall and he had a great behind. He also had on faded jeans and a long-sleeved black thermal shirt and he had a head of thick dark hair that also shone in the lights, just like his Harley.


One of the hotel room doors opened and the woman in the jean miniskirt ran out and threw herself at the tall man. Her arms wrapped around his neck and I couldn’t see it but I could tell her lips latched on to his.


He didn’t even go back on a foot when her body impacted his. He just curved his arms around her and leaned into her kiss.


That’s something special.


The thought just popped into my head and I didn’t know why. I didn’t know what was happening. I didn’t know these two people. All I knew was that it looked special. So special, all I could do was stare.


They stopped kissing and she tipped her head back and laughed with pure delight, the sound ringing through the air, filling it with music.


I decided I hated her and I didn’t know why. I didn’t know who she was or what was happening. I just knew she had something special and I didn’t and never would and that sucked. It wasn’t a nice thought, which was unusual because I was normally a nice person. But it was the one I had.


She disengaged from him and came to his side, wrapping her arm around his waist and propelling him forward.


He looked down at her and I saw his profile in Reception Betty’s bright parking lot lights and when I did I held my breath.


If he was that handsome in profile, so handsome he was breathtaking, he’d be sensational full-on.


That’s when I decided I really hated her.


They got close to the door and he moved suddenly and quickly. Swinging her up in front of him, she wrapped her legs around his hips, her arms around his shoulders and tipped her head down to look at him. But he seemed to be peering in the room like he expected to see something or someone, something or someone important, something or someone he was looking forward to seeing. But before he found that something or someone, she fisted a hand in his hair, tilting his back, her mouth went down on his and they entered the room necking.


He closed the door with his booted foot.


Yes, sensational. If he could pick her up like that and carry her anywhere, he was beyond sensational.


“Like the pool?”


I jumped and pushed off the side with my foot, my head jerking around as I stared at the Reception Guy who checked in Lucky as Hell Girl that I hated. He was standing at the side of the pool and looking down at me. I was so engrossed in Handsome Harley Guy and Lucky as Hell Girl I hadn’t heard him coming.


“Sorry?” I asked.


“The pool,” he answered. “Like it?”


“Um…,” I mumbled, staring up at him. “Yes.”


“It’s heated,” he informed me.


“Um…,” I mumbled again. “I can tell.”


“Betty ’n’ me got it relined last year. One or t’other of us clean it every day. Best pool in the county.”


I couldn’t disagree. It was a fantastic pool, clean, heated, and everything.


Therefore I said, “It’s really nice.”


He rocked back on his heels and took in the pool with his eyes before he looked back at me.


“Thanks. Ned,” he said.


“Uh, my name is Lauren,” I said back and he laughed.


“No, pretty lady. Name’s Ned.” He jerked a thumb at himself. “I’m Ned.”


“Oh,” I replied, feeling like an idiot. “Hey, Ned.”


“Hey back atcha, Lauren.” He grinned. “Betty tells me you’re stayin’ awhile.”


“Yeah,” I told him thinking he seemed friendly enough but not certain how much to share because, well, I didn’t know him and every girl in a pool in the parking lot of a hotel on the edge of Nowheresville should be smart and not tell their story, current or past, to some random man who snuck up on them. In fact, girls like that should get out of the pool, get into their room, and lock the danged door.


“That’s great.” Ned was still grinning. “We don’t get a lot of long-timers. Weekenders. Nighters. Yeah. Long-timers. No.”


“Oh,” I replied, my eyes going back to the long block of hotel, specifically to my room where I figured I should be at that present moment.


“That’s Neeta,” Ned said and I looked back at him.


“Neeta?” I asked.


Ned nodded. “Neeta and Jackson.” He shook his head. “Bad news.”


My gaze slid back in the direction of the hotel. He’d misinterpreted where I was looking. He thought I was looking at Harley Guy and Lucky as Hell Girl’s room.


I didn’t inform him of his mistake. Instead, I asked softly, “Bad news?”


“Yeah,” Ned answered. “She swings into town and shoo!” My eyes went to him to see he’d put his hands up at his sides and had taken a step back. “We brace.”


“Brace for what?” I asked.


He dropped his hands. “Brace for whatever Neeta’s got up her sleeve.”


“Is that…” I stopped and motioned toward the Harley and the convertible with my head, “Neeta with that man?”


“Jackson, yeah. He’s great, a good man, smart, solid, salt of the earth. Loses his mind around Neeta, though. Then again, not many men wouldn’t but I’m guessing you know all about that.”


My eyes had wandered back to the Harley as I treaded water and Ned talked but I looked at Ned when I heard his comment.


“I do?”


His grin came back and it was bigger this time, brighter, transforming his whole face, making me think he might just be a friendly innkeeper in a biker town in the Rocky Mountains, just like he seemed.


“Sure you do. Ain’t shittin’ me, pretty lady.”


He was right. I wasn’t shitting him mostly because I had no idea what he was talking about.


“Figure, though,” he went on and his eyes moved toward the Harley, “you’d be worth whatever trouble you might cause.”


“What?” I whispered and he looked back at me.


“I’m a good judge of people,” he informed me instead of explaining himself.


“Yes?” I asked because I didn’t know what else to say.


“Yeah,” he replied quietly, moved closer to the edge of the pool and squatted down. I kept treading water and staring at him. “See,” he continued, still quiet, “any trouble you might cause I’m guessin’ would be trouble you don’t mean to cause.”


“I’ve never caused any trouble,” I told him.


This was true. I hadn’t. I was a good girl. I’d always been a good girl.


I’d always made the right decisions and done the right things. I might have chosen the wrong husband and the wrong friends but they were the jerks in those scenarios, not me. I was nice. I was thoughtful. I was considerate. I looked out for my neighbors. I got up when old ladies needed a seat in a waiting room. I let people who had two or three items go in front of me at the checkout in grocery stores if I had a full cart of food. I kept secrets. I bit my lip when people I knew did stupid things I knew they would regret and then kept biting my lip when those stupid things bit them in the ass and they came to me and whined about it.


I didn’t wear miniskirts, not ones with frayed hems, not any miniskirts at all. If I did, I wouldn’t wear them with high-heeled sandals. Maybe flip-flops or flats but not high heels. I didn’t air kiss front desk reception guys named Ned even if I knew them. I didn’t drive a convertible. I didn’t rush out a door and throw myself in the arms of a man.


And I’d never laughed so loud I filled the air with music.


“Betty’s different than me.” Ned broke into my thoughts and I focused on him.


“She is?” I asked, thinking I may have missed something.


“I’m a good judge of people. She’s got the sight.”


“The sight?” I repeated stupidly.


He grinned again while straightening. It was his big grin. He had all his teeth, the left eyetooth was wonky but they were all clean and white and the rest were straight. His hair was a little thin, light brown. He wasn’t tall, not short either. Lean and on the thin side. And, I was beginning to believe, a genuinely nice guy, not the creepy night clerk at a hotel in Nowheresville.


“The sight.” He nodded then looked toward the hotel before he turned to me as I moved my arms through the water to take me back to the side so I could stop treading. I reached out and held on to the edge as he kept going. “She told me she met you and she just knew.”


“Knew what?”


“Somethin’ big was gonna happen.”


I blinked and it wasn’t to get the water out of my eyes.


“Something big?”


“Yep.”


“To me?”


“To you, through you, because of you, whatever. But whatever it is, it’ll be big and it’ll be good.”


I didn’t know what to do with this mostly because it was a little crazy.


“She said that?”


He nodded and crossed his arms on his chest, rocking back on his heels again.


“Yep. And she’s never wrong. We been married twenty-five years and she gets these feelin’s and, I’ll repeat, she’s never wrong. My Betty’s always right. Always.”


I didn’t know what to say to that so I stayed silent.


“Anyhoots!” he exclaimed loudly. “Best leave you to your swim. You need anythin’ at all, you know where to find me. I hit the hay around midnight but you just gotta ring the buzzer outside the front door and it’ll wake me up. Yeah?”


I nodded.


“Anythin’ you need, pretty lady, I mean that,” he said and it sounded like he meant it.


“Okay,” I replied.


“Glad to have you with us, Lauren.”


“Thanks, Ned.”


He lifted a hand in a wave and wandered back to the reception/house.


I looked at the Harley and listened to the quiet of Carnal.


Then I forced out ten more laps (with three more rest periods), got out of the pool, toweled off, grabbed my stuff, and ran to my room.














CHAPTER TWO


A Job to Do


I SPENT MORE time wondering what to wear to work than I did training at Bubba’s.


Since Krystal was in a tank top the day before, I decided that it probably wasn’t work casual, more like anything goes.


So I put on a nice pair of jeans, a belt, and a peachy-pink colored T-shirt that had a crew neck and three ruffles made up the sleeves. I thought it was bright and cute. My ex, Brad, told me he thought it was a little young for me but I liked it, I thought it suited my coloring. I wore flip-flops because I usually wore flip-flops if I could but also because I figured I’d need comfortable shoes. I put in some earrings that were little dangles of peachy-pink crystals, a half-inch choker that was a net of peachy-pink beads and a bunch of bracelets that were elasticized bands of multicolored crystal beads, peach, pink, peachy-pink, creamy peach, creamy pink, clear, and I threw in a couple of blue ones to go with my jeans.


I walked from the hotel to Bubba’s thinking that I should have planned ahead last night and maybe stocked some provisions in my room. I left early so I could pop by the bakery to get a doughnut and a coffee. I hadn’t even thought of dinner the night before and didn’t eat any so I was starving.


My muscles also ached. It was dull but they were not used to being worked. They’d been cooped up in a car for four and a half months for one. But even before that it wasn’t like I was a regular at the gym. I didn’t think this was good considering I’d be on my feet all day.


Krystal was there when I got there and I knew right off she was in a bad mood. I didn’t know why but I suspected it was because there were some dirty glasses and beer bottles left out “on the floor” as she called it. Though most of them were on ledges on the walls around the pool tables and not on the floor at all. Also, when we turned the chairs off the tables, most of them hadn’t been wiped down.


I suspected this was why she was in a bad mood because she muttered irately, “Fuckin’ Tonia and Jonelle. How many times do I gotta tell them? Wipe the tables, clear the floor of empties. Shit.” She looked at me. “You got evening shift, you clear the empties off the floor and wipe down the tables real good. It ain’t hard to do and Anita comes in in the mornin’ to sweep and mop so it ain’t like you’re part cleanin’ lady.”


I nodded, making a mental note to clear the empties and wipe down the tables “real good.” I did this because I figured that Krystal was the sort of person who didn’t need a lot to tick her off and I didn’t want to do anything to add to her seemingly perpetual bad mood.


She showed me around the bar but there wasn’t much to it. The front, which had the bar, a mess of tables out front, and the pool tables to the sides. She explained that day shift there was only one waitress and bartender unless it was a weekend. If it was a weekend, the floor was split into two sections for two waitresses. Weeknights there were always two waitresses and one or two bartenders. Weekend nights there were three waitresses and at least two bartenders.


“We don’t have no busser,” she informed me, leading me out of the bar and down one of the two doorways that led off the back of the bar. It had a sign over it that said “Private Do Not Enter.” “Don’t need another person on payroll when you waitresses can nab your own empties.”


I nodded even though she wasn’t looking at me.


She took me to an office and let us in. “You stow your purse in here and you take your breaks in here. We don’t give keys out to everyone so you need to come back here, you find Tate, Bubba, Dalton or me to let you in.”


“Tate, Bubba and Dalton?” I asked.


“Bubba’s my old man,” she answered. “Tate owns the bar with us. He ain’t around a lot. Then again, Bubba ain’t around a lot either. Like now. He’s fishin’.” She said the word “fishin’ ” like it tasted bad and she had to get it out of her mouth fast or she’d have that taste forever. “Dalton’s the other bartender,” she finished.


“Oh. Okay,” I said and she eyed me.


“Gonna say this now, gonna say it once. Bubba, Tate, and me own this place and Bubba’s been in my bed goin’ on a decade. That’s about as much fraternization as we need. Half the time I don’t want that jackass in my bed, half the time he ain’t in my bed because he’s fishin’. You get an eye for Tate or Dalton, and they all get an eye for Tate or Dalton, rethink it. You’re here to work, not get laid.”


“Oh,” I repeated, more than a little surprised at this subject matter and the way she presented it. “Okay.”


She didn’t move but she spoke. “Not jokin’, girl.”


“Um…” I decided to give as good as I got in an effort to make her think I wasn’t the fancy pants she clearly thought I was from her comments the day before. Though, in all honesty, I kind of was or at least I wasn’t a biker babe like her. “I’m not exactly in the market to get laid, Krystal.”


She kept staring at me. Then she moved out of the office muttering, “Yeah, you haven’t seen Tate or Dalton yet.”


I had to admit this worried me a little bit. I didn’t need to be working alongside good-looking men, especially starting out. It’d make me anxious. Once I got used to things, got my bearings, I’d be fine mainly because I wasn’t lying. I wasn’t in the market to get laid. That market had closed and I was okay with that. But I didn’t want to be fumbling around learning how to be a waitress in a biker bar with handsome biker men as my audience.


As if she read my mind, Krystal talked as she led me down the hall. “I’m keepin’ you on day shifts for a week, maybe two, see how you do. Cut your teeth. Get the lay of the land before you go nights.”


“Thanks,” I said when she stopped outside a closed door.


She turned to me. “Don’t thank me. Tips are shit on the day shift.”


She unlocked and pushed open the door and showed me the storeroom. Then she told me that waitresses might be called on to help stock or run back and get something if the bartenders were busy. She showed me the clipboard where they kept track of stock in a complicated way that would be far easier if put on a computer spreadsheet. Even though I probably could set that up for her in about an hour, I didn’t inform her of this.


“We open at noon close at three,” she went on, walking back down the hall. “Shifts run eleven to seven with two fifteen-minute breaks and half-hour dinner break. Night shift is seven to three. Last call is two thirty so you get those drinks in and you get your cleanup done best you can while we got folks in the bar. You don’t wanna be hangin’ around ’til four clearin’ and cleanin’ and I don’t wanna be payin’ you to do it. Yeah?”.


“Yes.” I nodded but she wasn’t looking at me. She was leading me through the bar and taking me toward the other hall. The opening had a sign over it that said “Restrooms.”


“Anita cleans these in the mornin’ and loads ’em up with toilet paper. We got a customer reports a bathroom problem with the toilets, you tell one of the boys. Toilet paper is in the storeroom. You might need to restock and, I’m warnin’ you, you might need to do cleanup. Shit happens you would not believe in the bathroom of a bar.” She stopped in the hall between the two bathroom doors, ladies up front, gents to the rear, and she turned to me. “You got a problem with that?”


“Are we talking vomit?” I asked because I had to admit, I was not a vomit person.


“Vomit, piss, shit, anything a body can produce, I’ve had to clean it up.”


I felt my eyes get big and I asked, “Anything?”


“Girl, this is a biker bar. Those boys get randy, they need to get off and they don’t care much where they get them some. And girls who hang with bikers care even less.”


“Wow,” I whispered.


“So, you got a problem with that?” she repeated.


I looked at her and straightened my spine. “You can get used to anything, right?”


She stared at me a second then mumbled, “Right.”


She took me back front and showed me how to use the cash register.


She finished with, “You’ll have a float in your apron and you’ll figure your own way to keep tabs on what you’re sellin’ and what’s in your apron. Me, Bubba, Dalton, or Tate will cash you out, take your float and our take and do the reconcile, leavin’ you with your tips.” She gave me a hard look. “It’d be in your best interest to keep on top a’ that. It gets busy, you’ll be bustin’ your hump to earn those tips. I ain’t sayin’ any of us’ll fuck you over. I’m just sayin’ you need to look out for yourself. And you fuck up on a transaction, that’s your gig. You sell what you sell, you track it, we track it. It all don’t jive, it comes outta your tips. You won’t use the register much but you should know your way around.”


I nodded. She studied me as if thinking it wasn’t sinking in due to the fact that middle-class women were incapable of selling a beer, making change, and keeping track due to their middle-class nature. Then she shrugged as if it was all the same to her.


She showed me the complicated three-sink procedure of how to wash glasses, where empty bottles went, and told me that bartenders did most of the washing but if things were busy, the waitresses were expected to pitch in where they could. She gave me a paper with a list of drinks and snacks (they sold bags of potato chips, pork rinds, and peanuts) and their prices.


“Memorize that, soon’s you can,” she ordered then crossed her arms under her tank top–covered bosoms (another Harley tank, this one white with very cool silver, red, and black lettering) and looked me in the eye. “We get trouble, Lauren, and it isn’t infrequent-like. Boys come in here, get blitzed, act stupid. Some of ’em got knives, all of ’em got fists. You sense trouble, you tell me, Bubba, Tate, or Dalton and you stay clear.”


I wasn’t happy with the cleaning up of vomit and anything else a body can produce part of the job description but men with knives was taking it to a new level.


Though I also had to admit to some concern that she’d want me to tell her. She was four inches shorter than me and at least fifty pounds lighter. She had no business wading into a knife fight, or any fight.


I decided to focus on the latter.


“Tell you?” I asked.


“Me,” she answered.


“But, shouldn’t I get a man—?”


“I been around the block, girl, and this is my fuckin’ bar. It’s been my fuckin’ bar for five years. You think I can’t sort out trouble?”


“Um… you’re five foot five and weigh about a hundred pounds,” I informed her of a fact she likely knew (though I was being nice about the weight, considering her behind and cleavage).


“I’m smart, fast but that don’t matter since I know where we keep our shotgun,” she replied. “Even wasted, men stop fightin’ quick when they got a loaded shotgun aimed at ’em.” She pointed across the room to the wall where there were a bunch of visible pockmarks in the wood. “Buckshot. Mine. Round these parts it’s not only known that I know where the shotgun is but that I know how to use it and someone messes around in my bar, I will.”


I nodded again wondering why I was undeterred by the variety of craziness she was telling me and standing there listening to her rather than saying, “Thanks… but, um, I think I’ll just be leaving.”


Instead, I said, “Okay.”


“All right,” she replied and the door opened.


We both turned to look and when I saw who came in I stopped breathing.


It was the Harley Guy from last night at the hotel. Even though I hadn’t seen his face straight on, I knew it was him. And I was right. He was sensational straight on.


He was tall, maybe taller than he seemed in the parking lot or maybe he just seemed bigger in the bar since his shoulders were so broad. But his hips were lean and his legs were long, his thighs obviously powerfully muscled—I could tell that even through his jeans.


His dark brown hair gleamed even in the dull light of the bar. It was thick and it was clear he washed it and let it fall where it lay for the part was natural and not straight. It was swept back but some of it fell around his temples and curled a bit around his ears and at the back of his neck.


His eyes looked dark, I couldn’t tell the color but there were sun lines emanating from the sides that were attractive. His brow was heavy. His nose wasn’t perfect but it was straight with a slight bump at the top of the bridge that made it interesting. His cheekbones were cut and his jaw was strong.


His skin was tanned in a way where I knew he didn’t get that color lounging by a pool.


And he was wearing faded jeans, black motorcycle boots, and a long-sleeved, skintight heather gray–blue thermal henley.


He was beautiful.


“Hey, Tate,” Krystal called and I turned woodenly to her.


Okay, maybe Krystal was right earlier. I hadn’t seen “Tate” yet though I had. I just didn’t know it and thought his name was Jackson. And if this was Tate then I definitely wanted to get laid by him. Definitely.


Though a man like that who could get a girl like Neeta wouldn’t even look at me, and he could get a girl like Neeta. He already had Neeta but hell, he could get anyone.


I turned back to Tate to find I was wrong. He was close, stopped at the side of the bar where there was an opening. I saw his eyes were dark brown and they were on me.


“Who’s this?” he asked, his voice deep and a bit rough. He didn’t take his eyes off me and, like Krystal, he looked like he was in a bad mood.


“This is Lauren, our new girl,” Krystal answered.


I opened my mouth to say hello when he spoke.


“Lauren?” he asked and his tone was scathing. Downright scathing. And his face had gone from making him look like he was in a bad mood to sheer and utter contempt.


I felt my body automatically get tight.


“Yeah, Lauren, she’s—” Krystal started but he interrupted her.


“Talk,” he growled and then turned down the hall.


Krystal looked at me. “Check the fridges.” She pointed to a bunch of glass-fronted, half fridges at the back of the bar. “See what we need to stock up and go to the storeroom. Put the new ones in the back, the old ones in the front.” She handed me her set of keys and followed Tate down the hall.


I waited a second because I was recovering from that strange scene and wondering why all these people took an instant dislike to me. Krystal hired me, which was good but she wasn’t exactly welcoming even during training. And Tate, well…


I shook this feeling off as just my inexperience with biker folk. Maybe they were a close-knit group and you had to prove yourself. I could do that. I hadn’t waitressed since I was a cocktail waitress at a dinner theater during my summers in college but it couldn’t be difficult to pick it up again. I was a hard worker. As far as I could remember, my entire work life I’d called in sick once when I got the flu. I hated being late and never was. In fact, usually I was early. Once they got to know me, I told myself, they’d like me.


I walked down the hall and the door was closed to the office. I nearly made it to the storeroom when I heard Tate’s raised voice.


“Jesus, Krys, maybe you wanna talk to me before you hire some sorry-ass, old, fat, suburban bitch to drag around our goddamned bar?”


I stopped and had to put a hand to the wall to hold myself up.


Sorry-ass, old, fat, suburban bitch.


That beautiful man’s words ricocheted around my head causing damage that was so excruciating I knew the way it was inflicted it would never, never heal.


Then my body jolted and I rushed to the storeroom, found the key on the fourth try and went in, flipping on the light switch and closing the door behind me.


I leaned in and put my forehead to it.


Okay, I was forty-two, not exactly a spring chicken. Okay, I wasn’t svelte by a long shot and had a body that just couldn’t be svelte and never would even if I tried (though I could stand to take off a few pounds, or more than a few). But I wasn’t sorry-ass. And I’d lived in suburbia but I’d never liked it. I just told myself for Brad, because I loved him, that I did. But it wasn’t me and the minute I got my chance, I left.


And forty-two wasn’t eighty-five. I was over twenty years away from retirement. That was hardly old.


Not everyone could be gorgeous, like him. Not everyone could have fantastic bone structure, like him. Not everyone could have thick, gorgeous hair, like him. Not everyone could have a beautiful body, like him. Most of that (maybe not the body, because that would take work) he inherited from his parents! He was just lucky! Not everyone was that lucky, especially not me.


What a jerk!


“Fuck him,” I whispered and pressed my lips together because I didn’t like to swear. Then, out of my control, I whispered, “Fuck Krystal too.”


I turned and stared at the shelves filled with bottles of liquor, crates of beer and wine, kegs lined up the walls, boxes of potato chips, and huge plastic wrapped rolls of toilet paper and I realized that I didn’t take stock of what I needed before I went in there.


Whatever.


Whatever!


This was my life as I wanted to lead it. This was the place I wanted to live it. I’d been on the road driving through towns and cities looking for what I needed and after four and a half months, this was the only place that felt right. And Bubba’s felt right too. Even though it wasn’t much and the people weren’t nice, it still felt right.


And I didn’t care if they didn’t like me. I didn’t care if they didn’t think I was one of them. I didn’t care that my jeans cost twice as much as theirs and my T-shirt was designer and they saw it, knew it, and didn’t like it.


Fuck them. Both of them.


I walked out of the storeroom and back into the bar. I found a sheet of paper, took stock of what was needed and went back to the storeroom to search through the shelves and find it. I was on trip three and squatted down rotating bottles of Bud and Coors Light when I heard them come back.


I sucked in breath, looked up and when I did I looked right at Tate. When my eyes caught his, I watched his face change sharply and it did this with a small head twitch and wince.


He knew I’d heard him and at least the jerk had the good grace to react.


I put in the last bottles, stood, pushed the fridge door to and walked toward them both, saying, “One more trip and restock should be done. I made notes of what I took and I’ll mark it on your clipboard. Then I’ll wipe down the tables.”


I walked by them, down the hall and into the storeroom.


Fuck them.


Both of them.


I had a job to do.














CHAPTER THREE


Shake It Off


I WALKED OUT of my hotel room and the door closed behind me.


“Hey, hon,” Betty called. “That’s a pretty top.”


I turned to Betty to see she had a hose and was doing her morning watering of the flowers. She had on a sundress, a light cardigan, and hot pink Crocs. Her hair was dyed a very flaming red and was pulled back in a ponytail. Her legs had a hint of tan I guessed because she was often out watering her flowers or cleaning the pool or sweeping the walkways or cleaning the cool deck around the pool with a blast from the hose. And I noticed she was always in a sundress.


I was on day four in Carnal just about to start day three of my job at Bubba’s.


I hadn’t been wrong. It wasn’t hard to pick up, but then again the traffic in the bar was light. During the day it was mostly Jim-Billy and a few drifters. It started to get busier around five and by the time I left at seven thirty (the first day because Tonia had been late coming in) and seven twenty (the second day because Jonelle had been late) it was going on really busy.


The hardest part was remembering what everything cost and making change on the fly. I’d screwed up my float the first day and because of that went home with fifteen dollars’ worth of tips. I’d learned quickly the next day and told my customers I was new and took my time and luckily they didn’t seem to mind. I still went home with only twenty-three dollars’ worth of tips. The day shift seriously wouldn’t cut it if I actually had to make a living at this.


Luckily, I had my share of what Brad and I made off the house plus me selling everything I owned in an “everything must go” yard sale before I got the heck out of the Horizon Summit housing development where Brad and I had lived for five years (the five years he was screwing Hayley). We had a huge house with four bedrooms and three-and-a-half baths and a yard that a man named Juan-Carlos, who had seven thousand Mexican men working for him, tended. We had Juan-Carlos because all our friends used Juan-Carlos and we did what all our friends did. I also had a girl named Griselle who cleaned my house because everyone used Griselle and her sister Alicia.


That wasn’t my choice, it was Brad’s. He said people like us had cleaning ladies.


But I kind of liked cleaning. It was one thing I could do where I could see the results and I used to put on music and not even think about what I was doing, just fade into the music and move around my house and clean. Cleaning my house, weirdly, was the only time I liked to be in it. Then Griselle came and, well, that was that.


I wasn’t loaded but I had a significant nest egg. Then again, I might want to buy a house in Carnal eventually and would need money to set that up with furniture and the like and the money I had wouldn’t last forever. I couldn’t make it on twenty-three dollars a day plus the terrible hourly rate I got. I was going to have to step things up somehow.


I walked to Betty and smiled.


“Thanks, I like your sundress too,” I told her.


“Momma always put me in a skirt. Said, she had a girl, no girl of hers would wear pants and, as you can see, she had a girl.” She grinned at the spray shooting at her flowers and kept talking. “I can count on one hand the times I been in pants. Don’t know why. What Momma did just took and I never think about puttin’ on pants.” Betty finished sharing a random piece of her life, looked my way, then nodded to my top. “You’re good with color. I notice you always pick the right ones. Perfect for you.”


I looked down at myself.


I was wearing my last pair of the three pairs of jeans I owned. These were slightly more faded and beat up than the others I’d worn the previous two days to Bubba’s. I’d had them a while and I actually hadn’t worn them for some time because they were getting too tight. They fit now, for some reason, were even a bit loose, so I went with them.


I also had on a pale pink camisole over which I wore a nearly see-through kelly green blouse. It had a little ruffle around the rounded collar and the cuffs of the short sleeves. It also had tiny ruffles and pin tucks down the front of it and teeny pearl buttons, a lot of them. I paired this with silver stud earrings in the shapes of little daisies, a bunch of silver bangles on my wrist with dangly daisies or roses on them and a pair of kelly green suede flats with a big flower on the rounded toe.


“Thanks,” I said to Betty.


“Uppin’ the class at Bubba’s, you are,” Betty smiled at me.


I’d told her yesterday when I chatted with her before walking to the bar that I was working at Bubba’s.


Thinking on it, her comment wasn’t exactly welcome, albeit kind.


Thankfully, Tate had left before I got back from the storeroom on day one and hadn’t been around day two. But Krystal, who had been my bartender both days, hadn’t thawed (not even a little). Having briefly met both Tonia and Jonelle, I noted they were worse than Krystal on the frosty front.


The only people I figured liked me were Jim-Billy, Nadine (another regular who showed around four each day so far), and Dalton who showed at five thirty both days.


Dalton was very good-looking too. Longish, dirty blond hair that nearly hit his shoulders, lean body but without the bulk and power of Tate’s. He was just a couple of inches taller than me unlike Tate, who had to be four or five inches taller than me and I was five foot nine. And Dalton wore jeans like they were invented solely for him and thus he needed to be consulted by all and sundry for his approval before they could don a pair. Last, Dalton had an easy smile that he flashed a lot and I could tell straight away it was genuine.


Even with the half-and-half mix of those who might like me and those who didn’t, I didn’t think me wearing a blouse that cost more than two pairs of Levi’s was going to be jotted in the good column during my job evaluation. Then again, I didn’t have many T-shirts and I figured Krystal’s Harley tanks, being authentic Harley-Davidson gear, weren’t exactly cheap.


“I should probably go to the mall. Get some stuff to fit in with everyone else,” I suggested to Betty.


She stopped the spray on the hose and yanked it down to the pot in front of room fourteen with me following, all while advising, “Hon, you look sweet. Be yourself. Only thing you can be.”


I filed that away but still figured I should up my T-shirt inventory even though Tonia and Jonelle didn’t wear T-shirts. When I met Tonia, she was wearing a tan piece of soft triangular suede covering her breasts held in place with nothing but a thin strap around her back and another one wrapped around her neck. Jonelle was in a sparkly purple tube top. No way was I going to ever be able to wear a backless, suede halter top or a tube top. Never.


If I wanted to fit in, T-shirts were my only way to go.


“Maybe you’re right,” I said to Betty while she sprayed her barrel. “Gotta go get coffee and breakfast.”


Betty nodded and looked at me. “You ever wanna come over for breakfast, you just come on over and ring. Ned’s usually still asleep when I open at seven but I always get me a good breakfast in, the whole shebang. Eggs, bacon, toast or pancakes and sausage. Gotta set yourself up for the day right. Even if you ain’t a big eater in the mornin’, we always got a good pot o’ joe on and you’re always welcome to a mug.”


I had to admit, waiting until ten thirty to get my first hit of caffeine wasn’t working for me. I’d intended to ask Betty or Ned if I could put an electric kettle in my room but hadn’t had the chance. The first night after work I’d been dog tired. I wasn’t run off my feet until the end of the night when it got busy but I was still recovering from my swim. I’d just gone to the hotel room and crashed. Didn’t even get any dinner. The second night after work I’d walked straight to the diner and had a burger, got my second wind, and went to the hotel and had a swim. Then I’d crashed.


“Do you mind if I buy an electric kettle for my room?” I asked. “It might take me a while to get myself a place and—”


I stopped talking because she stopped the spray on the hose and turned to me.


“Sure thing, Lauren, that’s a great idea. And we got one a’ those little minifridges. We ain’t usin’ it. I’ll get Ned to put it in your room. You’re gonna be around a while you’ll need somewhere to store your milk.”


“That’s very kind of you, but—”


She talked over me. “In fact, I’ll get Ned to go out today and get you a kettle. You’re on your feet all day, you don’t need to be runnin’ errands at night.”


“I really couldn’t—”


“Maybe we’ll get two or three. Offer ’em to customers with some of those little packets of instant. Rent ’em out. Nice little extra.” She tipped her head to the side. “How you take your coffee?”


“Milk and sugar,” I answered. “But, Betty—”


“I’ll get Ned to pick some a’ that up too.”


“Betty—”


She waved me quiet. “I like this idea. Kettles. Little mugs. Prolly could rent ’em out for five dollars a go. Could put that in the brochure. An extra amenity. I’ll get Ned to make a sign for reception.” She wandered to the side of the hotel, preparing to roll the hose to where there was a holder. “Thanks, hon. Always lookin’ for ways to improve service.”


Weirdly, Betty thought her and Ned doing me a favor was me doing her one.


Yes, you could say I liked Betty.


“I’ll give you my five dollars when I get back,” I told her.


“You. Gratis seein’ as you’re a long-timer.” She looked up from rolling the hose and grinned big at me. “And you like our pool.”


I decided to let her kindness go, even though it was generous and considering there were only two other vehicles in her parking lot (one minivan, one Harley), she and Ned weren’t exactly rolling in it. Then again, my father always told me if someone offers a kindness, take it. Just be the sort of person who does the same on a regular basis so you can be certain to even things out in your way.


“Who wouldn’t like your pool?” I teased. “I hear it’s the best in the county.”


She laughed, shook her head and muttered, “My Ned. He’s a bragger.” She threw me another grin. “Get to work, hon.”


“See you later, Betty.”


“Maybe tomorrow for coffee?”


“Yeah.”


Her grin got even bigger. “I’d like that.”


I smiled at her, walked into town and went right to La-La Land. I’d done the bakery and their coffee and doughnuts the first day. I’d tried La-La Land the second. La-La Land’s coffee was far superior and their banana bread was, if it could be believed, better than any doughnut I’d ever tasted and therefore definitely by far the best banana bread I’d had in my life.


I walked in and the man had purple-tinted, round-framed glasses on this time. The woman had a tie-dyed kerchief shielding some but not all of her frizzy ash blonde hair.


“Hey!” the man cried. “You were in here yesterday!”


He said this like it was a miracle and he was considering calling the Vatican.


I felt my face go soft as I gave him a small smile and walked to the counter. “Yes.”


“She had a banana and a skinny butterscotch,” the girl noted and asked me, “You like?”


“The banana bread was fantastic and you do good coffee,” I told her.


“I make the bread,” the guy said. “Secret’s mayo.”


“What?” I asked.


“I put a tablespoon of mayo in it.”


I blinked at him. “You do?”


“He puts a tablespoon of mayo in everything,” the girl said.


“Not pie,” the guy amended.


“Not pie,” the girl repeated.


“Why do you do that?” I asked.


“Moist Factor Five Hundred, babeeeeeee,” the guy said with a big, goofy grin and I laughed.


“Moist Factor Five Hundred?”


“Yeah, a tablespoon of mayo ups the moist factor by five hundred. You doubt me, make your favorite cake, brownies, whatever, just not pie. A recipe you’ve made for ages. Put in a tablespoon of mayo and wham! You won’t know what hit you. Moist Factor Five Hundred,” he shared.


“He makes his own mayo too,” the girl added.


“Make my own everything,” he agreed. “Homemade… only way to go.”


“Well, considering your banana bread is the best I’ve ever tasted, and I like banana bread so I’ve tried a lot, then you aren’t wrong,” I informed him and his goofy grin nearly split his face. “Though, I won’t be able to try the Mayo Moist Factor Five Hundred because I live at the hotel and don’t have a kitchen but when I get set up, I’ll do it and let you know.”


Both of them stared at me and then the girl asked, “Why do you live at the hotel?”


“I just moved here,” I explained. “Just started waitressing at Bubba’s and haven’t really had time to settle in yet.”


“Come over for dinner,” the guy invited instantly.


“Sorry?” I asked.


“Yeah, tonight,” the girl put in. “Shambala makes unbelievable veggie chili and it’s chili night.”


“Shambala?” I asked and the guy stuck his hand over the counter.


“I’m Shambala.” I shook his hand. He let mine go and the girl stuck her hand over the counter so I took it and Shambala went on, “This is Sunray Goddess but I call her Sunny.”


I shook her hand and said, “Well, um… hi, Shambala and Sunny. I’m—”


“Flower Petal,” Sunny cut in and touched her finger to her earlobe and then to her wrist. “All flowery. I like!”


“And call me Shambles, everyone does,” Shambala said.


I laughed softly. “All right, Shambles.”


“So… dinner?” Shambles prompted.


“Well, I’m working and getting used to being on my feet all day so I won’t be in any shape to socialize tonight,” I declined but I did it gently because as I did, their faces fell and because they did, I went on, “But I’m off tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow it is!” Shambles exclaimed.


“Tomorrow is Middle Eastern night and that’s way better than chili. Shambala makes all his own everything. Even the hummus and pita,” Sunny told me.


“Sounds great.” I smiled.


“I’ll write down our address and directions. You can come any time after five. We close at five and go straight on home. But we’ll eat around six thirty,” Sunny said while writing.


“And now, you give me the go ahead, I’ll rock your world. Don’t order. I’ll give you the best that we got,” Shambala offered.


“Okay.” I was still smiling. “I’m up for that.”


“Groovintude!” Shambala shouted with excitement and jumped toward the espresso machine.


“This is awesome,” Sunny declared. “We’re new to this burg too. Everyone thought we were nuts, us, opening a coffee place in a Harley town. But we like it. The mountains are close and we can draw down the sun anytime we like. Just close up, bike out, and do it wherever the spirit moves us.” She leaned toward me. “But, you know, we haven’t been exactly embraced by the populace.”


I knew. I definitely knew, therefore I nodded.


“They’ll come,” Shambles muttered with both hope and determination in his two words.


“You give out free bites of your banana bread for a couple of days, you’ll be beating them back with a stick,” I told him.


“Hey!” he yelled, his head snapping back to look at me. “Great idea!”


Sunny turned to Shambles. “Why didn’t we think of that?”


“Because half the time we’re stoned?” Shambles asked back.


“Yeah.” Sunny grinned at me. “That sometimes messes with the synapses.”


I laughed and Shambles mumbled, “Mary Jane Enlightenment comes with a price,” so I laughed even more.


Two minutes later I had the directions to their house in my purse. Shambles gave me a skinny vanilla-cinnamon latte and a piece of zucchini bread loaded with pecans. I took a bite, then a sip. Then I grinned at him.


“Rock your world?” he asked.


“Consider me a regular,” I answered while paying.


“Right on!” Shambles shouted.


“See you tomorrow morning then,” Sunny said as I headed to the door. “And tomorrow night!” she called.


“Yeah, definitely. Nice to meet you,” I said in farewell.


“Heck yeah, nice to meet you too!” Shambles yelled.


“Later, Flower Petal,” Sunny called.


“Later,” I replied and walked out eating and sipping. I crossed the street and headed the one block to Bubba’s thinking that maybe with Betty and Sunny and Shambles and great bread and coffee and a heated pool outside my front and only door, a door in a hotel that might not be five stars but at least it had personality, Carnal would be all right.


I was five minutes early for my shift but there was a Harley parked outside the door and it looked familiar. I didn’t think that boded well and I was right when I walked through carrying my cardboard cup and the last bite of bread.


Tate was standing behind the bar wearing another henley, this one burgundy, not thermal but long-sleeved and skintight. I noticed instantly that burgundy suited him.


Dang.


He turned, eyed me, didn’t smile, and greeted in his deep voice, “You got me today, Ace.”


Great.


I nodded and headed to the bar asking, “Can I have the key to the office?”


He reached into his front pocket, pulled out his keys and tossed them on the bar. I shoved the last bite of bread into my mouth, acutely aware that he thought I was fat and I was eating in front of him, and, not looking at him, I grabbed the keys and headed to the hall.


“I got kegs to switch, you good with the restock?” I heard him ask as I kept moving.


“Sure,” I replied still not looking at him.


I went to the office, stowed my purse and went back to the bar. He was working under it at a keg and I tossed his keys as close to him as I cared to get (which wasn’t very close) but I did it loudly so he’d hear them hit the top of the bar. His head came up and his eyes hit me but I turned instantly and surveyed the fridges.


“Ace, you’ll need the keys to get into the storeroom.” I heard him say.


Dang. I was so stupid. Desperate to return his keys and not have anything that was his touch my flesh, I’d made a mistake that made me look like an idiot.


“Right,” I muttered, turned to nab them, and went back to what I was doing.


Silently I went about my task, taking notes, sipping coffee, and going back and forth to the storeroom as Tate went about his business. If our paths crossed, I avoided his eyes and gave him as wide a berth as I could manage. After the restock I took down the chairs and inspected the tables while searching for forgotten empties. Unusually, half the tables in the bar were clean, the area devoid of empties. The other half of the tables needed a wipe down and I found two bottles of beer and a half-full mug.


When I went behind the bar to deposit the empties and get the spray cleaner and a cloth, Tate spoke.


“Wendy was on last night. Came in late when Tonia didn’t show.”


Forced to look at him due to my innate politeness, I did but I didn’t speak. I lifted my brows in question.


“You haven’t met Wendy?” he asked.


I shook my head.


“Waitress, only good one we got,” he told me. “She does her cleanup.”


“Unh-hunh,” I mumbled and walked out from behind the bar wondering if Wendy wore halter tops or tube tops or if she had another way of exposing as much flesh as possible to the mostly male customers.


Tonia had long, sleek, black hair. She was tall, slim to the point of skinny, had obviously fake boobs and wore high heels and short-short cutoffs with her halter top. Jonelle had wild, huge, curly-wavy auburn hair, was average height, rounded like Neeta (just a little slimmer and what I figured was a lot younger), and wore a micro-mini with her tube top. Wendy probably rounded out the line up with blonde hair and looked like a biker brand of supermodel.


I was dreading the night shift and going up against one of those girls. Not only had they, so far, proved themselves bitches, but also all the men would probably move from my station and tips would likely be even less.


I started toward the dirty tables when I heard Tate call, “Ace.”


Considering this was obviously his nickname for me which I thought was weird since he’d known me less than twenty minutes and you didn’t give a nickname to someone you’d known less than twenty minutes (more like ten years) and I figured it was meant to be not very nice, I looked at him even though I didn’t want to. However, I couldn’t ignore him. He couldn’t be calling to anyone else, ignoring him would be rude, and he was my boss.


“Yes?” I asked when I caught his eyes.


“I know you heard,” he said.


I knew he knew; I was just surprised he brought it up. I showed no response except to raise my brows again.


“I was in a shit mood, babe. Shake it off,” he ordered and I stared.


He’d called me old, sorry-ass, and fat and he wanted me just to shake it off?


“Sure,” I agreed, turned and spritzed a table with the cleaner.


“Ace,” he called again when I’d bent to wipe. I sucked in a visibly annoyed breath and twisted only my neck so I could look at him. When my eyes hit his, he repeated, “I said, shake it off.”


I turned fully to him. “And I said, sure.”


“You said it but you didn’t mean it,” he returned.


No, I didn’t.


“I did,” I lied.


“Babe, you didn’t,” he replied.


“I did,” I repeated, turned back to the table and started wiping.


“Ace, look at me,” he demanded and he sounded like he was getting impatient.


I straightened and looked at him, again raising my brows.


“Let it go,” he ordered.


“I’ve let it go,” I lied again.


“You haven’t,” he shot back.


I inhaled deeply and on the exhale, I said, “Due respect, considering you’re my boss, but since they don’t exist, you’re not a mind reader. I’ve let it go or I would if you’d quit talking about it.”


“You haven’t,” he repeated. “You’re stewin’ on it.”


This was true too. If I had a dollar for every time his words popped into my head and made me flinch the last two days, I could move to the Riviera. They even woke me up in the middle of the night.


Then again, I had insomnia and always did, even as a kid. I regularly thought of stuff in my life, stuff that embarrassed me or hurt me or worried me or freaked me out and I couldn’t get to sleep. Then, when I did, I’d wake up three, four times a night sometimes tossing and turning for hours before finding sleep again.


This beautiful man saying those horrible words when talking about me was not only fresh, it was the worst of all my nightly demons by far and would be in a way I knew would last the rest of my life.


But it hit me just then that since not only did he feel free to shout those things about me when he barely knew me, also he knew I’d heard it and he didn’t apologize but told me to shake it off and let it go because I should somehow accept he was in a shit mood and just deal with it that he obviously wasn’t a very nice person. And maybe, even though I was a nice person, there were some people who deserved to get back what they got.


I mean really. Why did I always have to be nice? Why did I always have to do the right thing, turn the other cheek, a blind eye? Why did I always have to be the good girl?


So he could fire me. Whatever. I’d just see if they needed cashiers at the grocery store or move on. If I could find one Carnal, I could find another. It might take another four and a half months but I had money and I had time.


Fuck it.


“Yes,” I said softly, staring him straight in the eyes. “I’m stewing on it. I hear you say those words again and again. So much, I can’t get to sleep at night. So much, they come to me in my sleep and wake me up.”


“Ace—”


“But you said them, I heard them, and those are the consequences. No taking it back, no shaking it off, no letting it go. It happened. I deal and move on and maybe you’d do me the courtesy of shutting up about it.”


He walked from behind the bar and toward me and I watched him do it while forcing my body to stay where it was and not take a step back or, better yet, flee.


He stopped a foot away and looked down at me. That close to him, I saw he didn’t have dark brown eyes. They were dark brown but they had tawny flecks in them that made them even more interesting.


Great, the lucky jerk was even luckier.


“I’m a silent partner,” he declared.


“Sorry?” I asked.


“Me. I’m a silent partner,” he repeated.


I tipped my head to the side and felt my brows draw together. “So?”


Tate threw a hand out to indicate the bar. “I look silent to you?”


Considering he was clearly my bartender that day and he was changing kegs, the answer to that would be no.


Instead I said, “And?”


“Deal was, I put in the money because Krys and Bubba didn’t have the cake to take this on but I wasn’t involved. I just get my piece and I do my own thing. Five years, Ace, I find more often than not I usually gotta wade in. Bubba’s off fishin’ and Krystal’s always hirin’ folk who suck. Tonia and Jonelle both make an art outta being the worst waitresses in history. They’re here to socialize, when they drag their asses in that is. I got shit to do and I ain’t doin’ it ’cause I’m here. ’Cause I gotta keep an eye on my investment. ’Cause Bubba’s a moron and Krystal’s tryin’ her best but she can’t do it on her own. That pisses me off. Bubba’s gone again and I got pissed again and you bore the brunt of that. It was an asshole remark. I said it and didn’t mean it. I get pissed I say a lotta shit I don’t mean. Now you know that, you need to shake it off.”


Maybe for him it could be that easy. For me, it was not.


“I appreciate that but you’re old enough to know better. You’re old enough to know words have power and to use them wisely. You’re angry at Bubba, take potshots at him, not some woman you don’t know.”


“Like I said, when I get pissed I say a lotta shit I don’t mean and what I said about you I didn’t mean,” he repeated, beginning to look as impatient as he sounded.


“And like I said, you’re old enough to learn you shouldn’t do that,” I repeated too, probably also looking impatient.


“That isn’t me,” he replied.


“Well, then, this obviously is eating you and that’s your consequence because I have feelings and you walked all over them and you can’t order me to shake it off so you can feel better. It’s there, burned in my brain and I can’t just forget it because you tell me to. So you have to live with that. You can’t and want me gone, say it now because I’m beginning to like Betty and I met Shambles and Sunny and I’m having dinner with them tomorrow night and I’d rather not make ties when I’m going to need to hit the road because my boss is going to get rid of me.”


“Shambles and Sunny?” he asked.


“Shambles and Sunny,” I answered but didn’t share more. “Now, can we just move on and do our best to work together and all other times avoid each other or do you want me to go?”


He moved forward an inch and I again fought the urge to retreat.


“Forgiveness is divine,” he said softly and I’d never heard him talk softly. He had a very nice voice but when it went soft, it was beautiful.


This also sucked.


“I’m not divine,” I returned. “I’m also not Ace and I’m not babe. I’m Lauren. You don’t like my name, don’t call me anything at all. Now can I clean the danged table?”


I had my head tipped back to look him in the eye but I could tell he was expending effort to hold his whole body still.


Then he said in that soft voice, “I’m sorry, Ace.”


“Me too,” I replied instantly being clear I didn’t accept his apology, which wasn’t a nice thing to do. Then again, I was trying out this not being nice thing and I found that what he’d said hurt so much I could do it, so I was going to go with it. “Now can I get back to work?”


He moved so he was far less than a foot away and edging into my space.


“Krys told me your story,” he said quietly and I sighed but didn’t speak. “You bust your husband’s balls like this?”


I felt my innards seize and it didn’t feel very nice.


Then I asked, “Are you pissed now? Is that the reason for the latest asshole remark?”


“Nope, just curious.”


“Then no,” I replied and went on to share with brutal honesty, “I loved him. He meant everything to me. I thought we were happy, mostly. We had our crap times but most of the time I thought we were happy. Or at least I was. So I didn’t need to bust his balls because I loved him, we were good together and we had a good life. That is, until I found out it was all a lie, every last nuance of it, and I still didn’t bust his balls. I granted him a divorce, sold our house and stepped aside. I could have wrung him dry but it would only prolong my sorrow and maybe build bitterness so what’s the point of that?”


Tate watched me while I spoke, his eyes riveted to mine in a strange way that made it seem like the words I spoke etched themselves on his soul the instant I said them.


When I was done he asked, “So you forgive him for bein’ a cheatin’ asshole and a liar and a dickhead who’s so fuckin’ dumb he throws away a good thing but you can’t forgive me for sayin’ somethin’ stupid?”


“I didn’t forgive him. I just didn’t bust his balls. That was your question and that was my answer. Now can I wipe down the table?”


He was silent for several long moments before he said, “Yeah, Ace, you can wipe the table and we can find a way to work together but I’ll tell you straight. I ain’t puttin’ the effort in to avoid you just because you’re holdin’ tight to somethin’ that didn’t mean shit. You can try to avoid me but it ain’t a big bar, it ain’t a big town. You got attitude and you’re stubborn as all hell but you ain’t gonna be able to avoid me. Our paths will cross.”


I looked to the ceiling. “Great, more reasons to lose sleep.”


“Babe,” he called and I rolled my eyes back to him.


“Stop calling me babe,” I demanded.


Tate ignored me. “You want sweet dreams, lose the attitude and you might find I’ll give you reason to have them.”


I felt my body seize at his words but he was done. I knew this because he turned and walked away, going straight down the hall until the murky darkness enveloped him and I lost sight of him.


My body stayed frozen while new words in Tate’s deep, rough voice ricocheted around in my brain.


And a dickhead who’s so fuckin’ dumb he throws away a good thing…


And if that wasn’t enough.


You want sweet dreams, lose the attitude and you might find I’ll give you reason to have them.


The first one was undeniably nice. The second one I didn’t get at all.


“Hey there, Lauren,” I heard, jumped at the sound, and whirled to see Jim-Billy entering. “I’m early but could I have a draft?”


I looked at my watch then at Jim-Billy. “It’s just past eleven thirty.”


“I had a tough mornin’,” Jim-Billy replied, heading to his stool.


“What happened?” I asked, abandoning the still dirty table and going to Jim-Billy.


“I woke up,” Jim-Billy answered and then stopped talking.


“You woke up…,” I prompted.


“Yep,” he said. “Now can I have a draft?”


I couldn’t help it. After that scene with Tate, what he said, what it might mean, the fact that I really didn’t like him and not only had to work with him but he was my boss, what Jim-Billy said made me laugh so hard I had to throw my head back to do it. Maybe it wasn’t that funny but I really needed the release of a laugh so I took it.


I put down my cloth and the spray and headed behind the bar.


“Don’t know if I’m allowed but seeing as you had to wake up and all, you deserve a draft.” I grabbed a mug and went to the taps. “And anyway, maybe me serving you will get me fired.”


“You wanna get fired?” Jim-Billy asked.


“Right now I do,” I replied.


“You been here three days, woman,” Jim-Billy reminded me. “And four days ago you practically begged Krystal to take you on.”


“Yes, but I got to work with Krystal those two days. Tate’s in today,” I told him, filling the mug with beer.


“Darlin’, every other waitress in this bar and most the women in this town would think it the other way around,” Jim-Billy returned.


“I’m not them,” I retorted, pushed back the tap and took the beer to Jim-Billy seeing his eyebrows up and his forehead scrunched together in long lines.


“You got a problem with Tate?” he asked in disbelief.


Seeing that even though Tate wasn’t nice enough to know better but I was, I didn’t share by saying words I shouldn’t say.


I threw a beer coaster in front of Jim-Billy and put his mug on it. “We just don’t see eye to eye.”


“Shit,” Jim-Billy muttered and I saw he looked like he was fighting a smile.


“Shit what?” I asked.


“Nothin’,” Jim-Billy mumbled into the beer mug that was at his lips.


“Shit what?” I repeated and Jim-Billy took a sip then grinned at me.


“ ’Nother time, Lauren, when you aren’t on and you and me are shootin’ the shit, drinkin’ a brew, I’ll tell you shit what.”


“Jesus, Billy, we aren’t open for twenty minutes,” I heard Tate say and I jumped a mile as he walked up behind me and then stopped at my back, just to the side but then leaned a hand into the bar so he was totally in my space. So totally in my space, I felt the heat from his body and if I moved, I knew my shoulder would brush his chest.


I was forcing my body to stay still again while Jim-Billy was surveying Tate and me and continuing to fight his smile.


“You know how it is, Jackson,” Jim-Billy replied and that was the second time I heard someone refer to Tate as Jackson and I wondered why. Was that his last name?


“I know how it is, Billy,” Tate said in that soft voice of his. Then he said, “Ace, you gonna wipe down those tables or what?”


I twisted my neck to look at him to see he was staring down at me and he was closer than I expected and I expected him to be pretty danged close. He was also back to looking impatient and I resisted the urge to give him a sharp elbow to the ribs.


“Right away, oh Captain, my captain,” I mumbled and moved away, nabbing the spray and cloth.


*     *     *


“Two Miller Lites, a vodka rocks, and a Jack and Coke,” I ordered from Tate, my eyes bent to my pad of paper where I kept my notes as to what I ordered.


I learned about two hours into my shift that this was a perfect way of avoiding eye contact and pretending he didn’t exist at all. If I tried hard enough, I could almost believe my drinks appeared by magic.


Now it was ten minutes from the end of my shift and I was nearly home free.


This tactic had worked beautifully and I’d been able to do it nearly my entire shift seeing as we were busy nearly all day. Ten bikers roared in at one thirty and hadn’t left and with the drifters and the regulars I’d been pretty much on the go, which was an excuse to be away from Tate.


I was also attempting to ignore Tate’s very existence by sliding into research mode, trying out strategies in an effort to up my tips. I was keeping track and I figured what I was doing was working.


My first strategy was to be a little more friendly and talkative, take a little more time and hang out and it appeared the boys liked that. So, since that worked, my next strategy was to find out names, memorize them, and use them. Even if you weren’t at your regular bar, anyone liked to be made to feel at home. And nothing felt like home more than someone knowing you, or acting like they did. At least that’s what I guessed, and from keeping tabs on my escalating tips, I was right.


In no time at all, I found when I was in my approach to see if anyone needed a fresh one, eyes slid to me, smiles lit faces, and the witty rapport would ensue. Sometimes even before I made it to them they’d call out a joke or a silly compliment I knew they didn’t mean.


And sometimes they’d order drinks even though their last ones weren’t close to empty.


And my tips went up and up.


Because of this, I was pretty pleased with myself and my efforts for the day, even though they came on a day I had to share with Tate.


“Babe,” Tate called, taking me from my end-of-shift pleasant thoughts.


“Yeah?” I answered, pulling a pencil from behind my ear to make my additions to my pad.


“Ace,” he called.


“Yeah?” I answered again, scratching on my pad.


“For fuck’s sake, Lauren, look at me,” Tate demanded and my head came up because he used my name for the first time ever and also because he sounded slightly angry.


“Yes?” I asked.


He was leaning into the bar with both fists on the top but out to his sides. This could be a casual stance for some but for him it seemed both aggressive and dominant.


“What’s your game here?” he asked.


“Sorry?” I asked back, confused at his question and his apparent irritation.


“Your game,” he repeated, then went on, shaking his head. “Fuck it, I don’t care. Just stop playin’ it.”


My head tipped a bit to the side when I asked, “What are you talking about?”


“Don’t be stupid,” he answered and at his words, I edged closer to the bar as I felt my temper snag.


“Stupid?” I whispered.


“Gettin’ friendly with those guys to make your point.” He jerked his head to the pool tables to his right where my most generous customers, and my new best buds, the bikers from one thirty had been camped out.


“What point?” I asked.


“And don’t think I’m stupid,” he told me.


Now I was really confused.


“I don’t think you’re stupid.”


“You do if you think I don’t get your game.”


I changed tactics. “Why’s it stupid to be friendly? I thought it was my job.”


“Your job is to turn drinks, not flirt and get yourself into trouble.”


Now I wasn’t confused and my temper wasn’t snagged. It was frayed.


I leaned into the bar too, put a hand on it and my voice got quiet as I hissed, “I’m not flirting!”


“Babe, shit, seriously? Do I look dumb?”


“No, but you are if you think I’m flirting,” I replied and watched his face grow hard.


Then he leaned in farther too. Taking his fists from the bar and leaning onto both of his forearms, one resting on either side of my hand so he was in my face.


“Knock it off,” he ordered and the way he said those three words, I knew he wasn’t irritated. He was, for some reason, angry.


“I’m not going to knock it off,” I said. “My tips are awesome!”


“You think we had problems before, you keep playin’ those boys, you’ll see what a problem with me means.”


I stared at him.


How could he have a problem? He said half his waitresses were terrible. One would think he’d leap for joy to get a friendly one who sold a lot of booze.


“Have you been sampling your wares?” I asked only half sarcastically. The other half was seriously but he didn’t take this very well for he leaned in even farther so he wasn’t only in my face, he was an inch away from it.


“Don’t try me,” he bit out.


“Don’t threaten me,” I shot back.


“Hey! Cool!” we heard shouted. Tate’s eyes went over my shoulder and I twisted to see a very petite woman running at me. She had dark hair cut in a short pixie that looked great on her and a friendly open face with big doe eyes. She was wearing a T-shirt that said “McLeod’s Gym, Burn It!” a pair of jeans, and flip-flops and her face was devoid of makeup.


And she was also cut, as in cut. So in shape I could see all the muscles in her arms.


She skidded to a halt in front of me, this perfect stranger, wrapped her toned arms around me and gave me a hug. Stiff in her arms, because of my nature, I still couldn’t stop myself hugging her back.


“Hey!” she shouted, head tipped back to look at me when she let me go and backed up a half step. “I’m Wendy. You’re Lauren! So cool!”


“Hey,” I replied, deciding automatically that I liked Wendy. Back in the day, with my family especially and early on with Brad, I was a cuddler. I liked to touch. I liked to hug. I liked to snuggle and hold hands. With my mom, my dad, my sister, Caroline, Brad, anyone really, if we were close.


Those days were gone. I hadn’t had a hug in a long time and it didn’t matter that it came from a perfect stranger who, even petite, looked like she could snap me like a twig. I still liked it and I liked her.


“I heard about you. Jim-Billy and Nadine said you were neat and I can’t wait to work with you! Won’t that be fun?”


She was rolling up and down on her toes, filled with such energy and enthusiasm it was unnatural. It felt like she needed so much she was sucking it from the very atmosphere, including me.


“Yeah, fun,” I said on a smile.


She leaned to the side and waved. “Hey, Tate.”


“Wendy,” Tate returned.


“I’m gonna go dump my purse. Why don’t you hang out during my shift so we can chat?” she asked.


“Um…” I said, preparing to answer and that answer, due to Tate’s presence and weird behavior, would sadly be no. But before I could speak, she rounded on a foot and dashed around the bar.


“You got any tabs runnin’?” I heard Tate ask and I turned back to him.


“Yeah,” I answered.


“Cash ’em out. You’re off,” he declared and my eyes went to the big Coors Light clock over the bar.


“I’ve got ten minutes before Wendy’s on,” I reminded him. “And Jonelle’s not here yet.”


Nor, if yesterday was any indication, would she be for at least half an hour.


“Serve your drinks,” his head nodded to my tray, “and fuckin’ cash out.”


“But—”


“Not big on repeatin’ myself, babe.”


“Not big on being called babe, babe.”


Honestly!


I didn’t know I had it in me but I must have because Tate sure drew it right out.


“You hand Krys this attitude?” he asked me.


“I like Krystal,” I lied. “And she’s never threatened me and she’s never called me old, fat, or a sorry-ass!” I snapped, grabbed my tray, and stomped away.


I didn’t know both Jim-Billy and Nadine heard every word we’d said. I also didn’t know why Tate got under my skin and made me act like a bitchy raving lunatic. I also didn’t dwell since I decided early he was a jerk and had given myself permission to be a bitch. So, he kept acting like a jerk, then he’d keep getting the bitch.


I served my drinks, calculated my tab, and luckily could cash it out from my apron, and I called hello to Dalton when he walked in. I also dragged my heels until Wendy hit the floor at a couple minutes to seven. Then I went behind the bar and slapped my apron down close to Dalton.


“Hey, Dalton, can you cash me out? I’m going to go freshen up,” I said to him.


“Sure, Lauren, can you give me ten?” Dalton answered.


“Not a problem,” I answered and turned to go to the restrooms but found my upper arm suddenly had five strong fingers wrapped around it and my body didn’t move of its own accord to the restroom. It was propelled by Tate to the office.


What now?


“Take your hand off me,” I hissed.


“Shut your trap,” he clipped back, opened the door and pulled me in. Then he shut the door and maneuvered me so my back was to it and he was close to my front.


“Move away,” I demanded, half shocked that there I was, in the office, a place I didn’t want to be, dragged there by a man I didn’t like and half scared because I didn’t know him very well and most of my experience with him he was angry but now he looked really mad.


“I hurt your feelings, I get it. I apologized,” he returned. “You don’t have to accept it. That’s your choice. But you do gotta fuckin’ listen to me when I’m givin’ you good advice. Those boys out there are in a biker gang, not a bad one but not one that shies away from trouble. You wanna be friendly enough to sell drinks and distant enough to fly under their radar. They clocked your tits, your ass, your legs, your hair, and your attitude the minute they walked in and, trust me, Ace, you want them to admire you from afar. What you don’t want to do is give them the in you’ve been givin’ them the past four hours.”


“I haven’t been giving them an in,” I retorted.


“Babe, you crawled into one of their laps, I wouldn’t have been surprised.”


“That’s crazy!” I snapped.


“It is? You get I’m a man?” he asked bizarrely and I stared at him a second because pretty much no one on earth could miss that.


“Yes, I get you’re a man,” I answered.


“So, I get that impression from you just watchin’ your shit, what do you think they’re gettin’ bein’ on the receivin’ end?”


Uh-oh. As much as it killed me to admit, he had a point.


“Um…,” I mumbled.


“Um,” he mimicked and I felt my eyes narrow on him. “Damn straight, Ace. How’d you get here?”


“Sorry?” I asked.


“To the bar. You got your car?”


“I walked,” I told him.


“You’re on my Harley once Dalton cashes you out.”


Oh no I was not.


“What?” I shouted. Yes, shouted.


“I’m takin’ you home,” he answered.


“No you aren’t.”


“Babe, I am.”


“No. You. Aren’t!” I tried to slide to the side but his hand came up and he planted his palm in the door so I stopped. “I’m staying at the hotel until I can find a place. It’s only five blocks away.”


“Least two of those boys been waitin’ ’til you’re off. You think they won’t make their move now that you are?”


This surprised me. They were bikers in a gang but there were a couple of good-looking ones and all of them, I thought, were nice. I thought they were having fun with me. Enjoying their beer and pool and male camaraderie with a somewhat sassy, older, fat-assed waitress breaking in on their bonding with some witty one-liners and a cheeky grin. Though some of them I guessed were my age, others a bit older, and among that lot were the good-looking ones.


I didn’t think any of them might like me.


My eyes slid to the wall, which was the direction of the bar, and I said quietly, “Really?”


“Jesus,” he muttered. “You want that attention?” he asked and my eyes shot back to him.


“Of course not!” But I had to admit, just being a breathing female, it was nice to have it all the same.


“Then you’re on my bike.”


“No.”


“You get on it or I drag you to it.”


It was my turn to get in his face. “Why are you such a jerk?”


“I can live with you thinkin’ that, even though I’m protectin’ your ass,” he returned.


“You missed a word. You meant to say my fat ass!”


I slid the opposite direction from his arm, went to the filing cabinet where I stowed my purse and snatched it out. When I turned to stomp back to him, he was standing in front of the door with his arms crossed on his chest and watching me.


I walked directly to the door, put my hand on the knob and stared at it when I demanded, “Out of my way.”


I felt rather than saw him move, threw open the door, and stomped out.


Dalton had my tips ready by the time I got out. He handed them to me with one of his easy smiles and turned to a customer.


“Sit awhile, have a beer?” Jim-Billy asked while I shoved my tips in my purse and I looked at him to see he was smiling at me.


“Thanks, Jim-Billy, no,” I replied as I felt Tate enter my vicinity. “I skipped lunch and need some dinner.”


“Take you out to dinner then,” Jim-Billy suggested and I felt Tate stop at the end of the bar close to me but I was looking at Jim-Billy.


“You leave that barstool?” I asked and his smile got wider.


“To take a pretty woman to dinner, yeah,” he answered.


“You’re on,” I said to him.


“You’re going?” Wendy called, practically skipping up to us before coming to a sliding halt.


“Yeah, Wendy. I need dinner,” I told her.


“That’s cool,” she replied and looked at Tate. “Hey Tate, can you be sure Lauren and I get a shift together soon?”


“She’s off tomorrow and she’s days for a while,” Tate answered.


Wendy looked at me. “Then I’ll call Tonia and ask her to switch shifts with me on Saturday. She’ll be thrilled. She hates days. She’s a night owl.”


“Wendy, babe, you know we need you on nights,” Tate put in.


Her head tilted down so far to the side her ear nearly touched her shoulder.


“Aw, Tate, come on. I want a shift with Lauren. Just one, please. Don’t sentence me to full-on Jonelle and Tonia for weeks,” Wendy begged.


I turned to look at Tate thinking that perhaps Jonelle and Tonia didn’t treat just me to their frosty demeanor, maybe that was just who they were and having to work with them day in and day out (or, in this case, night in and night out) would suck.


Tate’s eyes stayed on Wendy. “Tonia shifts, you can have Saturday.” His eyes moved to Jim-Billy. “You take Ace to dinner, you walk her to the hotel.”


“Jackson, man, why you think I’m takin’ her to dinner?” Jim-Billy asked and I felt my eyes widen.


“I thought it was because I was a pretty woman,” I said to him and he grinned at me.


“It is, darlin’. It’s also because there’s four boys at the pool table lookin’ hungry like a wolf and their eyes are pinned on you,” Jim-Billy replied.


I didn’t look at the pool tables and I didn’t want to admit Tate was right so I said to Jim-Billy, “Did you just quote Duran Duran?”


“Duran who?” he asked and Tate chuckled so I bit back my laughter because I didn’t intend to share even that with him.


Instead, I walked to Jim-Billy and pulled him off his stool by his arm.


“Feed me, handsome,” I urged, linking my arm through his and leaning into his side.


“Okay, now it’s just me and a pretty woman,” Jim-Billy returned and that’s when I allowed myself to laugh at him.


“See you Saturday, Lauren!” Wendy yelled.


“Yeah, Wendy, Saturday,” I yelled back.


“Hotel,” Tate called after us as we walked to the door.


Jim-Billy lifted a hand in a wave but didn’t turn and I didn’t respond at all. I wasn’t on shift anymore, Tate Jackson, or whatever his last name was, had ceased to exist.


I turned to my buds at the pool table and shouted, “I’m off to dinner with my sugar daddy! See you guys later!”


“Bye, Laurie!”


“Bye, darlin’!”


“Bye, babe!”


“Bye, gorgeous!”


“Later!”


And so on.


I walked out smiling because all those farewells were nice and no one tried to jump me and Jim-Billy in order to wrest me from him and drag me by the hair to their cave.


So take that Tate Whatever-His-Last-Name-Was.


Okay, so he hadn’t exactly ceased to exist… whatever.








 






CHAPTER FOUR



Nighttime Swimming


“LATER!” WENDY CALLED, hanging out the window of her blue Honda CR-V.


“Later!” I called back and inserted the key into the lock of my hotel room, twisted it, opened the door, walked in, heard the door close behind me and fell face-first onto my bed.


I’d just been to McLeod’s Gym, owned by Wendy’s boyfriend, Tyler, who was a six-foot blond powerhouse with biceps so huge I couldn’t wrap both my hands around one. And, at Wendy’s invitation and Tyler’s smiling agreement, I’d tried. Tyler did boot camps three times a week where fifteen insane Carnalites showed up at seven in the morning to be tortured.


On Saturday, Wendy had talked me into trying a session and I told her I probably shouldn’t unless I had a day off. Luckily (to Wendy’s way of thinking) one of the boot camps was on Tuesday.


Today. My day off.


I thought during the session I was going to throw up. Then later during the session I thought I was going to die. I didn’t do either. I’d survived and kept myself standing and breathing. Afterward, Wendy took me to her and Tyler’s condo to make me a protein shake, which consisted of organic Greek yogurt, a banana, a tablespoon of peanut butter, a squeeze of honey, a dash of milk, a bunch of ice cubes and a scoop of protein powder.


The protein shake was delicious and the best part of my morning.


But at that moment lying facedown on my bed, I was pretty sure I was going to die.


Regardless, I was on day eight in Carnal and, notwithstanding boot camp torture, I knew I’d made the right decision.


*     *     *


After my first day working with Tate at Bubba’s, Jim-Billy took me to dinner at the diner where he spent an hour entertaining me. I hadn’t laughed so much or so hard in so long I forgot how good the pain felt when your belly hurt deep down just from laughing. Jim-Billy’s eyes often strayed to my chest area but I could forgive that because all the rest of the time he was darned funny and definitely sweet.


After he walked me to the hotel, I entered to find my room had undergone a mini-transformation.


There was a six-drawer dresser on the wall by the door and my clothes that had been folded and stacked on the built-in dresser were gone and I found they’d been moved into the new dresser. On top of the standing dresser was a vase of fresh flowers. On top of the built-in there was an electric kettle, two huge coffee mugs with colorful swirls on them sitting next to a matching sugar bowl and a creamer with a jar of instant coffee next to that and two teaspoons. There were also two brightly striped tea towels in colors that matched the cups and the sugar bowl was filled. A minifridge sat beside the mug paraphernalia on the built-in and when I looked inside I saw there was a jug of milk, a bottle of cheap champagne, and a note that read:




Welcome home, Betty and Ned.


PS: We already had the dresser and we weren’t using it.





Reading it, I walked backward, clutching the note in my hand, until my knees hit the bed.


I sat down and burst into tears.


*     *     *


The next day I got up early, got ready to face the day, and went to have coffee with Betty.


By the time I made it to her, she’d had her breakfast and opened up so I sat in reception with her while we sipped and chatted. Then I went to my car and drove it to the mechanics at the other end of town and learned very quickly what Tate was talking about the day before.


Carnal was definitely a small town and because of that, it would make it hard to avoid him.


I learned this because Tate was in the massive forecourt of the mechanics, standing by his Harley and talking to a man that was nearly as tall as him but older and softer with long gray hair pulled back in a ponytail and he sported a beer belly. The gray-haired man was wearing jeans, a black T-shirt and a black leather vest with a bunch of patches on it. Tate was wearing jeans, his boots and another tight, long-sleeved T-shirt, not a henley this time, and it was navy blue.


I ignored Tate, parked, got out and started walking to the door with a sign over it that said “Office.”


I had long since had a strict personal edict that there was never a time when you were allowed to look bad.


Of course, when I was in denial that my marriage was collapsing and I was ignoring the signs, I started to put on weight but I never quit doing my hair and putting on at least light makeup and a decent outfit before going out anywhere, even if it was a quick stop at the grocery store.


Then I’d overheard two friends talking. I confronted Brad with what I heard them say, he came clean about Hayley and that he wanted out and I spent two months eating everything that was edible and dragging around town like the sorry-ass Tate thought I was.


One morning, I’d found I was out of coffeecake and since I ate half of one most mornings for breakfast, I got in my car in my pajama bottoms and a sweatshirt and went to the grocery store.


I was on a mission for coffeecake. But the minute I walked into the store I saw Brad, dressed in a suit and ready to go to the office, and Hayley, slim and perfect and wearing a fashionable, figure-skimming dress and high heels, flashing toned legs and arms and her pert bottom. They were standing and waiting for drinks at the chain coffee booth at the front of the store. They looked perfect together and they were smiling at each other about something, clearly in their own little happy world bubble.


And I was in my pajamas. I hadn’t washed my hair in three days. And I knew I intended to go to work without doing my hair, putting on makeup, or ironing my clothes.


I didn’t get the coffeecake. I rushed back to my car, went home and took a shower, shaved my legs for the first time in forever, did my hair, ironed my clothes, and made it to work with just seconds to spare.


I also vowed never to let myself sink that low again. Not for losing my beautiful Brad to the perfect Hayley, not for anything.


Unfortunately, I didn’t stop eating but at least it was something.


That day, in Carnal, at the mechanics, even though it was my day off, I still put on a to-the-knee jean skirt that was a muted shade of red, the red just a bit off rust. I added my mushroom-colored knit top that was one of the few articles of clothing I’d bought in semirecent times (which was to say, over a year ago) that Brad had commented on. He told me I looked good in it before he led me to our bed and took it off. It fit well, was even a bit tight, had an empire seam under my breasts, a shelf bra that worked wonders against gravity, a deep V that exposed just above a hint of cleavage and it was sleeveless.


I’d parted my hair to the side, plaited it in soft French braids down both sides and secured it at the back with a big oval tortoiseshell clip. I’d put in medium-hoop silver earrings that had a row of red beads dangling from the bottom and a wide, stretchy bracelet that was also beaded in different shades of red and brown. I’d also put on my brown sandals that had a short, but cute, heel I thought did wonders for my calves. The sandals had crisscross thin straps at the toe and a matching wraparound strap at the ankle.


I was lucky in one respect. I might be carrying extra weight but my legs and calves were impervious. Even slightly heavy, they were so well formed, they always looked good. This I got from my mother’s side of the family, bless her.


I started toward the office and didn’t make it when three men emerged from one of the two big double bays in which there were a bunch of cars and bikes being worked on.


I stopped, waited, and two of the three men glanced at the front-runner, a close-cropped-black-haired man who had a thick goatee with a hint of gray in it, and a solid body (great arms with lots of interesting-looking tattoos). He looked to be a few inches taller than me even in my miniheels. He was wearing a white T-shirt, faded jeans, and motorcycle boots and all—except for the boots, but what did I know, they were black, they could be—were stained with black smears of grease.


“Hey,” he said when he was several feet away. His hands held a cloth that was also white with black smears and he was adding to the stains as he twisted it around his fingers. “Can I help you?”


I started toward him and met him halfway with a smile.


“Hi, that’s my car.” I twisted and pointed at my black Lexus, seeing across the forecourt that both Tate and the man he was talking to had their eyes on me. Therefore I twisted back to the black-haired man. “I need some work done.”


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“Nothing, I’ve just been on the road a while. I need an oil change, maybe a tuneup, the tires rotated, and it’d be cool to get it detailed. Do you do that?”


He grinned at me and I noticed he had nice white teeth that seemed whiter against his goatee and tan face.


“Yep,” he answered and I smiled back at him.


“Great, how long will it take?”


“We’re covered,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at the mess of vehicles in the bays and then back at me. “Shop’s closed on Sunday. It’ll probably be late Monday.”


I bit my lip since I needed my car to go to Sunny and Shambles’s house that night.


He saw me biting my lip and asked, “You need a loaner?”


“You do that?”


“No,” he replied and I couldn’t help it, I blinked.


“Then, um…”


He interrupted my mumbling, “Find one for you, though.”


I blinked again, surprised.


“Really?”


He grinned again. “Yep.”


“Okay, that’d be nice. I’ll, uh… pay extra if you like.”


“Not necessary,” he said. “You draw down the tank, just fill it up before you return it. That good?”


I smiled at him. “Yeah, that’s great. Very nice of you.”


“Not nice,” he replied.


“Sorry?”


“I’m not nice,” he repeated.


I tipped my head to the side. “You seem nice to me.”


“It’d be nice, I was doin’ this just to do it. I’m not doin’ it just to do it. I’m doin’ it so you’ll owe me.”


I blinked again and righted my head.


“Sorry?” I asked.


“Like the idea that you’d owe me.”


“Oh,” I whispered because I really didn’t know what else to say to that odd and vaguely scary (but also vaguely exciting) remark.


He stuck out a big, strong, attractive hand that had black grease stains edging his fingernails. “I’m Wood.”


I took his hand and his fingers closed around mine, not shaking it, just holding it strong and tight and not letting go.


“I’m Lauren,” I said softly because he was kind of freaking me out.


“Pretty name,” he muttered, his black eyes not leaving mine. “Suits you.”


“Thanks.” I was still talking soft.


“You new to town?” he asked, not dropping my hand.


“Yes,” I answered, wondering if I should but not stopping myself or pulling my hand away.


“Where you from?” he asked.


“Um… Phoenix, kind of. I grew up in Indiana though.”


“What’re you doin’ in Carnal?”


I shrugged even though he still had hold of my hand and I kept talking even though I didn’t know if I should. “Found myself roaming, roamed here, liked it, and stayed.”


He threw his head back and laughed, at the same time giving my hand a gentle tug so I had to take a half step toward him.


When he stopped laughing he dipped his chin and looked in my eyes again.


“Roamed to Carnal, liked it, and stayed. You crazy?”


“No,” I replied.


“Think you are, you just don’t know it.”


“Um… can you let go of my hand?” I whispered.


“No,” he whispered back and I felt my heartbeat speed up.


“Ace.” I heard Tate call and I twisted my head to see him striding up to us, his long legs eating the distance, the gray-haired man he was with struggling to keep up.


“Tate, hey,” I said to him, tugged at my hand and luckily Wood let it go.


“Ace?” Wood asked and I turned back to him.


“Um… Tate’s nickname for me,” I said and Wood’s face got a little scary.


“Tate’s nickname?” he asked as Tate stopped somewhat close to my side.


“She’s mine,” Tate announced; my body gave a little jerk at his curiously proprietary words and my head twisted fast to look up at him.


“Yours?” Wood asked and his voice was now a little scary.


“I work for him,” I explained and watched Wood’s face and body relax.


“Ah,” he murmured, crossed his arms on his chest and his mouth twitched.


“You got car troubles?” Tate asked me, ignoring Wood.


“She needs an oil change and a detail,” Wood answered for me, not ignoring Tate. Then he looked at the gray-haired man. “I’m givin’ her the ’Stang as a loaner.”


The gray-haired man’s bushy eyebrows went straight to his hairline and I felt Tate go tense at my side.


“You’re givin’ her the ’Stang as a loaner for an oil change?” the gray-haired man asked, clearly surprised.


“Yep,” Wood answered casually.


“Shee-it,” the gray-haired man muttered.


“Um… I can walk, mostly,” I informed them. “But I have to go to Shambles and Sunny’s tonight so I need a car, just for tonight.”


“I’ll give you a ride on my bike,” Tate offered and my head twisted again, and again it was fast, and I did this just so I could stare at him.


Then I said, “That isn’t necessary.”


“When you gotta be there?” Tate asked.


Before I could decline, Wood spoke, “She’s gettin’ the ’Stang.”


Tate’s eyes sliced to Wood and he returned, “I got her.”


“We already made the deal,” Wood replied.


“I got her,” Tate repeated.


“Um…,” I mumbled. Tate’s gaze sliced to me and at the look in his eyes I clamped my mouth shut.


“You’re on my bike,” he growled.


“She’s in the ’Stang,” Wood growled back and Tate looked at him and I could swear, for some reason, if anyone moved it would set them off and they’d jump and rip each other’s throats out.


“Flower Petal!” I heard.


I braced for mayhem but turned to see Shambles, his long hair flying out behind him, his round blue-tinted glasses on his nose. He was carrying a plate with a napkin on it and what looked like pieces of bread and he was running toward us.


“Hey, Shambles,” I called.


He skidded to a halt at our grouping and smiled at me, oblivious to the bizarre tension curling insidiously through the air.


“You didn’t come for coffee today,” Shambles accused good-naturedly.


“That’s my next stop,” I told him.


“Groovintude!” he shouted.


“Is that your banana bread?” I motioned to the plate with my head.


“Yeah!” he yelled. “Been wanderin’ the sidewalk all mornin’ handin’ it out. Like, five people took a bite and then walked right to the shop to get themselves a slice. You… are… genius!” Shambles answered on another yell.


“Great.” I smiled at him then pulled in breath, turned to the boys and declared, “That banana bread is the best you’ll ever eat and you can get it right down the street.”


I saw all the men were staring at Shambles like they didn’t know what to make of him but what they were coming up with they didn’t like all that much.


Shambles looked around the forecourt and his eyes came to me.


“You got car troubles?” he asked.


“No,” I answered quickly before anyone else could say anything. “Just need an oil change and stuff. Though, my car’ll be here for a while.”


“Okay, that’s groovy. Sunny and I’ll swing by the hotel and pick you up before we go home. You come up early, you can help me smush chickpeas for the hummus.”


Thank God for Shambles, unexpected but welcome problem-solver.


“That’s perfect,” I told him.


“Awesome!” he cried. “Be at your place at five-ish.”


“See you then,” I said and he looked at the guys and stuck out his plate at them.


“Bread?” he asked.


“Pass,” Tate growled, glaring at Shambles.


“No,” Wood growled, also glaring at Shambles.


“I’ll take a piece,” the gray-haired man said and took a piece, popped it in his mouth, and chewed while Shambles watched.


“Well?” Shambles asked.


The gray-haired man looked at me and stated, “You’re right, sweetheart. That shit’s great.”


“Right on!” Shambles yelled.


“You should taste his coffee,” I said to the gray-haired man. “Heaven.”


“May do that,” he mumbled as Tate and Wood remained staunchly silent.


“Speakin’ a’ that, Flower Petal, you haven’t had your fix,” Shambles put in.


“Oh, right, yeah,” I muttered and then turned to Wood and held out my keys. “I’ll be back on Monday?”


“Need your number,” Wood replied, taking my keys and Tate got tense at my side again.


“My number?” I asked, forcing my eyes to stay on Wood.


“Yeah, baby, need it if we find somethin’ you need to know about,” Wood replied. He wasn’t tense and his voice had gone gentle and him calling me baby in that gentle voice, I had to admit, I liked.


“I don’t have a number,” I told him. “I’m at the hotel.”


“Ace,” Tate bit off quietly and I looked at him to see, for some reason, he was shaking his head.


“You don’t have a cell?” Wood asked and I looked at him.


“Well, I do. It just isn’t charged and has a Phoenix number. I haven’t charged it in four months.”


All the men stared at me, including Shambles, but it was Tate who spoke.


“Babe, what in the fuck are you thinking?”


I looked up at him and saw that, just like any time I was around Tate, I’d done something to piss him off.


“Sorry?” I asked.


“Jesus, honest to God, are you insane?” Tate asked.


“Why?” I snapped, because, just like any time I was around Tate, he did something to piss me off.


“A woman alone without a goddamned phone?” Tate went on.


“Yes, so?”


Tate turned fully to me and got closer. “So?”


“So?” I repeated.


He looked over my head and muttered, “Christ almighty.” Then his eyes came back to mine. “You got a death wish?”


I put my hand to my hip and asked acidly, “Captain, tell me, how does me not having a cell phone translate into me having a death wish?”


“It ain’t safe,” he answered.


“I’m standing here breathing, aren’t I?” I shot back.


“Way you’re goin’, Ace, I give you a month,” he returned.


“I can take care of myself,” I snapped.


“You aren’t in suburbia anymore, babe,” he informed me.


“Yeah, I’m not,” I retorted and leaned into him. “Duh!”


Tate’s face turned to stone.


It would seem, considering I continued to speak regardless of Tate’s stony expression, that I might have a death wish.


“Jeez, Captain, it’s a town filled with bikers, not Viking marauders!”


That’s when I watched Tate’s face turn to granite.


“Uh… Flower Petal,” Shambles edged close and took my hand, “maybe we should get you some coffee.”


I didn’t pry my eyes away from Tate’s furious ones as I spoke to Shambles, “That sounds great.”


Shambles tugged at my hand and I continued glaring at Tate and he continued scowling at me as I walked two steps away. Then I looked to Wood and said, “Thanks, Wood. Lovely to meet you.”


Wood was looking at Tate but when I spoke to him his eyes came to mine. He smiled slow and he muttered, “Yeah, Lauren.”


“Bye,” I said to the gray-haired guy I hadn’t been introduced to.


“Later, sweetheart,” he replied.


Then I turned away and walked with Shambles out of the forecourt and turned with him on the sidewalk.


It didn’t occur to me until way later that Shambles and I held hands all the way to his shop.


*     *     *


Sunny and Shambles drove an old VW van and lived in a log cabin that was powered by two windmills. Every piece of land surrounding their cabin either had newly planted flowers or vegetables planted in it and they had a fledgling grape arbor. They told me they turned on the hot water heater half an hour before they needed hot water and turned it off when they were done. And we ate on the floor because most of their furniture was big pillows or beanbags.


They were also immensely kind, extraordinarily generous, and Shambles had a gift in the kitchen and not just with baked goods.


When I told them about my journey to Carnal, they both nodded as if in complete understanding.


Then Sunny said, “We so get that, Petal. That’s how we both felt the minute we drove into town.”


“It wasn’t anything,” Shambles went on. “It was just this feeling. This strong feeling. We both had it and it just screamed… here!”


“So we stayed here,” Sunny finished on a sweet smile, leaned forward, took my hand and squeezed.


They drove me home and, full of their good food and the homemade wine they brought from Austin, Texas, where they used to live, I fell right to sleep.


But I woke up in the middle of night, as usual, but it wasn’t because I heard Tate saying I was fat and old. It was hearing his deep voice saying, She’s mine.


Tossing and turning and not able to get to sleep, I got up, booted up my laptop, and sent my parents and sister another e-mail, telling them I thought I’d found my new home and telling them a little bit about Ned and Betty, Jim-Billy, and Sunny and Shambles.


Still not sleepy after I sent my e-mail, I got up and looked out my window to the parking lot. There were two Harleys, an SUV, and an old station wagon in the lot.


It was after three in the morning but I figured most people didn’t sleep light like me and swimming wasn’t loud so they wouldn’t hear me. I changed into my suit and went to the pool, slid in quietly and did my laps. I was getting better mostly because I was pushing myself not to take breaks, just to go slower and keep on going. I eked out fifty laps with only two rest periods and pulled myself out of the pool.


When I did, I heard a Harley idling somewhat close but that wasn’t unusual in Carnal so I didn’t even look. I just toweled off, pulled on my sweatpants, wrapped the towel around my hair, grabbed my flip-flops and sweatshirt and ran-walked to my room.


After my shower, I fell straight to sleep.


*     *     *


The Saturday shift with Wendy was a revelation.


Her energy didn’t come from sucking it out of the atmosphere. Instead, there was so much of it, it filled the air and jazzed Dalton (our bartender that day) and me right up with her.


The three of us had a blast.


I found Dalton had a dry wit and didn’t mind leaving the bar to help us collect empties.


Wendy was hilarious and didn’t mind shouting across the bar any thought that came into her head and she did this often. Thus her having the idea I join her at a boot camp from which ensued our shouting back and forth and her finally talking me into it. Usually, though, these were just wild ideas that made Dalton, me, and all the patrons laugh. Not that me doing a boot camp wasn’t a wild idea, I just didn’t know it at the time.


Wendy also didn’t have an issue with full-on making fun of Tonia and Jonelle and even did an impersonation of both of them, each lasting at least ten minutes, which again had Dalton, me, and all the customers in stitches.


Krystal showed up at four thirty looking her usual angry that the earth was still rotating but Wendy didn’t change her behavior one bit and the great vibe continued regardless of Krystal imitating a wet blanket.


Jonelle showed at a quarter after seven and Wendy agreed to stay on until Tonia waltzed in so I gratefully took off. Saturdays were very different from normal days and this included there being five times as many people in the bar. I was run off my feet and, as much fun as I had, I wanted to get home.


I was walking back from the grocery store where I bought some deli meat, bread, diet pop, and fruit when I saw Tate pull his Harley into Bubba’s.


His head turned my way as he rode in so my head tipped down and I studiously examined my feet as I kept going.


Thankfully, he was in the building by the time I walked past Bubba’s (I peeked).


I went to the hotel, made myself a sandwich, ate an apple and then took the champagne to the reception desk where Ned was sitting.


“Betty still up?” I asked when I walked in, holding up the champagne and I saw his big grin light his face.


“I’ll go get her,” he said.


“And glasses!” I called after him as he walked away.


“Glasses!” he called back.


Then Betty, Ned, and I sat in reception, drinking champagne and playing Harry Potter Clue. They were both big Harry Potter fans, each had read the books and seen the movies so many times they lost count (their words) and, being a fan myself, the Clue game was fabulous.


Betty eventually had to hit the sack so I chatted with Ned for a while, said my good night on a smile, and headed back to my room.


*     *     *


I woke in the middle of the night and since the swimming thing worked so well the night before, I did it again and pushed myself harder, doing fifty laps with only one rest.


I was thinking about how pleased I was with my effort as I toweled off and went to my room. Therefore, I didn’t notice the silent man watching me on his silent Harley that was parked on the side street abutting the hotel and couldn’t have known he’d been doing it for fifteen minutes.


*     *     *


Working with Tonia on Sunday was a lot less fun than working with Wendy. Krystal was on and Tonia was an hour and a half late. When she showed, Krystal surprised me by not saying a word, just giving her a glare that should have burned two precise laser holes through her head. Tonia ignored this totally and I soon noticed she was good at ignoring a lot of things, including me, who she didn’t say so much as “boo” to, and her customers, unless they were good-looking.


The good-looking ones she spent a lot of time with but not bringing them drinks. No, standing by their tables flipping her hair around or leaning into her hands and pressing her breasts together and swinging her booty this way and that. I’d seen Wendy do that the day before and now that I saw it, live and in person, I thought Wendy’s impersonation was spot-on and even more hilarious.


Fortunately, Tonia ignoring her customers worked for me because all the rest of them eventually got fed up with it and moved to my section and since I wasn’t a crap waitress, I was very busy but I also got great tips.


Wendy showed at ten to seven and I would have stayed until Jonelle showed at twenty past but when Tonia and I were both at the bar and Tonia said, “I’ll just cash out,” Krystal replied, “Yeah, you’ll cash out in an hour and a half, the time you owe me.” Then Krystal skewered her with a look, Tonia’s mouth got tight, and Krystal finished, “Ass back out on the floor and, while you’re out there, do me a favor and sell some fuckin’ booze.”


Wendy came back out while this was going on. She gave me a wide-eyed look and grabbed her apron.


After my shift, I decided to stay in order to give Wendy moral support and have a beer with Jim-Billy who, I found, showed on weekends much later.


“Like the quiet of the days,” he told me as we drank beer.


“It isn’t quiet now,” I told him and it wasn’t. The bar was jammed.


Jim-Billy grinned at me. “Also like the crazy nights.” He took a sip, swallowed, then finished, “Balance.”


“Right.” I grinned back.


Tate showed at eight thirty and I figured that was my cue to go. Although I didn’t want him to think I was leaving because of him, so I hung out for long enough to make that statement. This lasted a full twenty-five minutes all of which I avoided even looking at him.


Then I slid a bill on the bar, kissed Jim-Billy’s cheek, called good-bye to Wendy and Krystal, and headed out.
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