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The Secret of Ella and Micha

Jessica Sorensen





Prologue


Ella


I wonder if I can fly? With the wind and rain in my hair and my arms out to the side of me, it feels like it might be possible. Perhaps if I can get enough courage to jump off the thin ledge, I’ll soar away into the night, like a bird with powerful wings.


Maybe then I could reunite with her.


“What are you doing?” Micha says, his voice higher than normal. “Get down from there. You’re going to hurt yourself.” His aqua eyes pierce me through the rain and his hands are on the beams above his head, hesitant to climb out onto the ledge.


“I don’t think I will,” I say. “I think I might be able to fly… just like her.”


“Your mom couldn’t fly.” He balances onto the railing and glances down at the murky water far below our feet. “What are you on?”


“I took one of her old pills.” I tip my head back and bask my face in the rain. “I just wanted to see what it was like for her. Why she thought she was invincible.”


He steps down on the beam with his arms spanned out to the side and his clunky boots slip on the wet metal. The lightning flashes above our heads and collides with the earth.


“Your mother didn’t know better, but you do.” Bracing one hand on the metal wire above our heads, he extends his other hand toward me. “Now come over here. You’re scaring the shit out of me.”


“I don’t know if I can,” I say softly, raising my head back up as I rotate to face him. “I’m not sure if I want to.”


He dares a step closer and his thick eyelashes blink fiercely against the down pour. “Yes, you do. You’re stronger than that.” His hand begs me closer. “Please, just get over here.”


Staring down at the black water, my body starts to drift.


“I swear to God, Ella!” Micha shouts, his tone sharp, his muscles tense. “Give me your hand!”


I snap out of my daze and tangle my fingers with his. His other hand captures my waist and he leads us swiftly back to the railing, lifting me over it. My feet settle onto the concrete of the bridge that is pooled with puddles. Lights on the beams illuminate the night and Micha’s car is parked in the middle of the bridge with the driver’s door open and the engine and headlights on.


He hops over the railing and then his arms are around me, embracing me securely, like he’s afraid to let go. For a second, it feels okay, weightless and uncontrolled. I tuck my face into his chest, the wet fabric damp against my chilled skin. The scent of him takes me to a place I wish I could go back to—my childhood. Back when things weren’t as heavy because I was too immature to grasp the full reality of life.


Micha pulls back and smoothes my wet hair out of my eyes. “Don’t you ever do that to me again. I can’t do this without you.”


But he needs to figure out life without this perception of me, because I don’t know how long I can keep doing it without drowning.


“Micha, I…” The look on his face silences my lips.


He knows what I’m about to say—he always does. He is my best friend, my soul mate. In a perfect world, full of roses and sunshine we’d be together, but this world is full of broken homes, drunken fathers, and mothers who give up easily.


“I’m sorry.” I cling to him as I say my final good-bye. “I didn’t want to think anymore. It was just too much and my mind wouldn’t slow down. But it’s alright now. I can think clearly again.”


He cups my cheek, his thumb searing hot as he traces the pad lightly across my cheekbone. “Next time come to me—don’t just run. Please. I know things are hard right now, but it’ll get better. We’ve always made it through every single bad thing thrown at us.” Beads of water trickle in his eyelashes, along his cheeks, over his full lips. There’s a shift in the air, one I’ve felt coming for a long time.


His lips part. “Ella, I love—”


I crush my lips against his, hushing him and melting our bodies together. I allow his tongue to caress mine, letting him suck the rain from my bottom lip and savor the taste of me. We arc into each other, like we can’t get enough and heat flows through our drenched clothes, warming my skin. I could let it go on forever, but that would be wrong.


The girl he thinks he loves needs to disappear. I don’t want tonight to be irreversible, so I pull away, breathing him in one last time. Then I walk away, leaving him on the bridge in the rain, along with the old Ella.





Chapter One


8 months later…


Ella


I despise mirrors. Not because I hate my reflection or that I suffer from Eisoptrophobia. Mirrors see straight through my façade. They know who I used to be; a loud spoken, reckless girl, who showed what she felt to the world. There were no secrets with me.


But now secrets define me.


If a reflection revealed what was on the outside, I’d be okay. My long auburn hair goes well with my pale complexion. My legs are extensively long and with heels, I’m taller than most of the guys I know. But I’m comfortable with it. It’s what’s buried deep inside that frightens me because it’s broken, like a shattered mirror.


I tape one of my old sketches over the mirror on the dorm wall. It’s almost completely concealed by drawings and obscures all of my reflection except for my green eyes, which are frosted with infinite pain and secrets.


I pull my hair into a messy bun and place my charcoaled pencils into a box on my bed, packing them with my other art supplies.


Lila skips into the room with a cheery smile on her face and a drink in her hand. “Oh my God! Oh my God! I’m so glad it’s over.”


I pick up a roll of packing tape off the dresser. “Oh my God! Oh my god!” I joke. “What are you drinking?”


She tips the cup at me and winks. “Juice, silly. I’m just really excited to be getting a break. Even if it does mean I have to go home.” She tucks strands of her hair behind her ear and tosses a makeup bag into her purse. “Have you seen my perfume?”


I point at the boxes on her bed. “I think you packed them in one of those. Not sure which one, though, since you didn’t label them.”


She pulls a face at me. “Not all of us can be neat freaks. Honestly, Ella, sometimes I think you have OCD.”


I write “Art Supplies” neatly on the box and click the cap back on the sharpie. “I think you might be on to me,” I joke.


“Dang it.” She smells herself. “I really need it. All this heat is making me sweat.” She rips some photos off her dresser mirror and throws them into an open box. “I swear it’s like a hundred and ten outside.”


“I think it’s actually hotter than that.” I set my school work in the trash, all marked with A’s. Back in High School, I used to be a C student. I hadn’t really planned on going to college, but life changes—people change.


Lila narrows her blue eyes at my mirror. “You do know that we’re not going to have the same dorm when we come back in the fall, so unless you take all your artwork off, it’s just going to be thrown out by the next person.”


They’re just a bunch of doodles; sketches of haunting eyes, black roses entwined by a bed of thorns, my name woven in an intricate pattern. None of them matter except one: a sketch of an old friend, playing his guitar. I peel that one off, careful not to tear the corners.


“I’ll leave them for the next person,” I say and add a smile. “They’ll have a predecorated room.”


“I’m sure the next person will actually want to look in the mirror.” She folds up a pink shirt. “Although, I don’t know why you want to cover up the mirror. You’re not ugly, El.”


“It’s not about that.” I stare at the drawing that captures the intensity in Micha’s eyes.


Lila snatches the drawing from my hands, crinkling the edges a little. “One day you’re going to have to tell me who this gorgeous guy is.”


“He’s just some guy I used to know.” I steal the drawing back. “But we don’t talk anymore.”


“What’s his name?” She stacks a box next to the door.


I place the drawing into the box and seal it with a strip of tape. “Why?”


She shrugs. “Just wondering.”


“His name is Micha.” It’s the first time I’ve said his name aloud, since I left home. It hurts, like a rock lodged in my throat. “Micha Scott.”


She glances over my shoulder as she piles the rest of her clothes into a box. “There’s a lot of passion in that drawing. I just don’t see him as being some guy. Is he like an old boyfriend or something?”


I drop my duffel bag, packed with my clothes, next to the door. “No, we never dated.”


She eyes me over with doubt. “But you came close to dating? Right?”


“No. I told you we were just friends.” But only because I wouldn’t let us be anything more. Micha saw too much of me and it scared me too much to let him in all the way.


She twists her strawberry blonde hair into a ponytail and fans her face. “Micha is an interesting name. I think a name really says a lot about a person.” She taps her manicured finger on her chin, thoughtfully. “I bet he’s hot.”


“You make that bet on every guy,” I tease, piling my makeup into a bag.


She grins, but there’s sadness in her eyes. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” She sighs. “Will I at least get to see this mysterious Micha—who you’ve refused to speak about our whole eight months of sharing a dorm together—when I drop you off at your house?”


“I hope not,” I mutter and her face sinks. “I’m sorry, but Micha and I… we didn’t leave on a good note and I haven’t talked to him since I left for school in August.” Micha doesn’t even know where I am.


She heaves an overly stuffed pink duffle bag over her shoulder. “That sounds like a perfect story for our twelve hour road trip back home.”


“Back home…” My eyes widen at the empty room that’s been my home for the last eight months. I’m not ready to go back home and face everyone I bailed on. Especially Micha. He can see through me better than a mirror.


“Are you okay?” Lila asks with concern.


My lips bend upward into a stiff smile as I stuff my panicked feeling in a box hidden deep inside my heart. “I’m great. Let’s go.”


We head out the door, with the last of our boxes in our hands. I pat my empty pockets, realizing I forgot my phone.


“Hold on. I think I forgot my phone.” Setting my box on the ground, I run back to the room and glance around at the garbage bag, a few empty plastic cups on the bed, and the mirror. “Where is it?” I check under the bed and in the closet.


The soft tune of Pink’s “Funhouse” sings underneath the trash bag—my unknown ID ringtone. I pick up the bag and there is my phone with the screen lit up. I scoop it up and my heart stops. It’s not an unknown number, just one that was never programmed into my phone when I switched carriers.


“Micha.” My hands tremble, unable to answer, yet powerless to silence it.


“Aren’t you going to answer that?” Lila enters the room, her face twisted in confusion. “What’s up? You look like you just saw a ghost or something.”


The phone stops ringing and I tuck it into the back pocket of my shorts. “We should get going. We have a long trip ahead of us.”


Lila salutes me. “Yes, ma’am.”


She links arms with me and we head out to the parking lot. When we reach the car, my phone beeps.


Voicemail.


Micha


“Why is Ella Daniels such a common name,” Ethan grunts from the computer chair. His legs are kicked up on the desk as he lazily scrolls the internet. “The list is freaking endless, man. I can’t even see straight anymore.” He rubs his eyes. “Can I take a break?”


Shaking my head, I pace my room with the phone to my ear, kicking the clothes and other shit on my floor out of the way. I’m on hold with the main office at Indiana University, waiting for answers that probably aren’t there. But I have to try—I’ve been trying ever since the day Ella vanished from my life. The day I promised myself that I’d find her no matter what.


“Are you sure her dad doesn’t know where she is?” Ethan flops his head back against the headrest of the office chair. “I swear that old man knows more than he’s letting on.”


“If he does, he’s not telling me,” I say. “Or his trashed mind has misplaced the information.”


Ethan swivels the chair around. “Have you ever considered that maybe she doesn’t want to be found?”


“Every single day,” I mutter. “Which makes me even more determined to find her.”


Ethan refocuses his attention to the computer and continues his search through the endless amount of Ella Daniels in the country. But I’m not even sure if she’s still in the country.


The secretary returns to the phone and gives me the answer I was expecting. This isn’t the Ella Daniels I’m looking for.


I hang up and throw my phone onto the bed. “God Dammit!”


Ethan glances over his shoulder. “No luck?”


I sink down on my bed and let my head fall into my hands. “It was another dead end.”


“Look, I know you miss her and everything,” he says, typing on the keyboard. “But you need to get your crap together. All this whining is giving me a headache.”


He’s right. I shake my pity party off, slip on a black hoodie, and a pair of black boots. “I’ve got to go down to the shop to pick up a part. You staying or going?”


He drops his feet to the floor and gratefully shoves away from the desk. “Yeah, but can we stop by my house. I need to pick up my drums for tonight’s practice. Are you going to that or are you still on strike?”


Pulling my hood over my head, I head for the door. “Nah, I got some stuff to do tonight.”


“That’s bull.” He reaches to shut off the computer screen. “Everyone knows the only reason you don’t play anymore is because of Ella. But you need to quit being a pussy and get over her.”


“I think I’m going to…” I smack his hand away from the off button and squint at a picture of a girl on the screen. She has the same dark green eyes and long auburn hair as Ella. But she has on a dress and there isn’t any heavy black liner around her eyes. She also looks fake, like she’s pretending to be happy. The Ella I knew never pretended.


But it has to be her.


“Dude, what are you doing?” Ethan complains as I snatch my phone off my bed. “I thought we were giving up for the day.”


I tap the screen and call information. “Yeah, can I get a number for Ella Daniels in Las Vegas, Nevada.” I wait, worried she’s not going to be listed.


“She’s been down in Vegas.” Ethan peers at the photo on the screen of Ella standing next to a girl with blonde hair and blue eyes in front of the UNLV campus. “She looks weird, but kinda hot. So is the girl she’s with.”


“Yeah, but she’s not your type.”


“Everyone’s my type. Besides, she could be a stripper and that’s definitely my type.”


The operator comes back on and she gives me a few numbers listed, one of the numbers belongs to a girl living on the campus. I dial that number and walk out into the hall to get some privacy. It rings and rings and rings and then Ella’s voice comes on the voicemail. She still sounds the same, only a little unemotional, like she’s pretending to be happy, but can’t quite get there.


When it beeps, I take a deep breath and pour my heart out to the voicemail.





Chapter Two


Ella


“I swear to God if we don’t find a bathroom soon, I’m going to piss in my pants.” Lila bounces up and down in the driver’s seat. The air conditioner is turned up as high as it will go and “Shake it Out” by Florence + The Machine plays from the speakers. There’s a long road of highway stretched out in front of us, weaving over the hills spotted with trees, sage brush, and the pale pink glow of the sunset.


My cell phone is in my pocket, heavy like it weighs a hundred pounds. “You can always pull over and pee behind a bush.” I prop my bare feet up on the dash and pull my white lacy tank top away from my skin to get air flowing. “Besides, we’re like five minutes away from the off-ramp.”


“I can’t hold it for five more minutes.” She shoots me a dirty look and squeezes her legs together. “You’re not going to think it’s so funny when the car smells like piss.”


I smother a laugh and search the GPS for the nearest restroom. “There’s one right off the exit, but I think it’s more of an outhouse.”


“Does it have a toilet?”


“Yes.”


“Then it works.” She makes a sharp swerve, cutting off a silver Honda. The Honda lays on its horn and she turns in her seat to flip him the middle finger. “What a jerk. Doesn’t he understand that I have to pee?”


I shake my head. I love Lila to death, but sometimes she can be a little self-centered. It’s part of what drew me to her; she was so different from my old friends back in Star Grove.


My phone beeps again for the millionth time, letting me know I have a message waiting for me. Finally, I shut it off.


Lila turns down the music. “You’ve been acting weird ever since we left. Who called you?”


I shrug, gazing out at the grassy field. “No one I want to talk to right now.”


Five minutes later, we pull up to the outhouse at the edge of town. It’s more like a shack with rusty metal siding and a faded sign. The field behind it is spotted with corroded cars and trucks and in front of it is a lake.


“Oh thank God!” She claps her hands and parks the car. “I’ll be right back.” She jumps out and shuffles inside the bathroom.


I climb out of the car and stretch my legs, trying not to look at the lake or the bridge going over it, but my gaze magnetizes toward the level bridge with beams curving overhead and out from the sides. The middle one was where I was standing the night I almost jumped. If I squint one eye and tilt my head, I can spot it.


An old Chevy pickup comes flying down the road, kicking up a cloud of dust. As it nears, my nose twitches because I know who it is and he’s one of the last people I want to see. The truck stops just outside the perimeter of the field behind the restrooms. A lanky guy, wearing a tight t-shirt, a snug pair of jeans, and cowboy boots comes strutting out.


Grantford Davis, town pothead, infamous brawl starter, and the guy who dropped me off at the bridge that God awful night eight months ago.


I bang on the bathroom door. “Come on Lila, hurry up.”


Grantford looks my way, but there’s no recognition in his eyes, which isn’t surprising. I’ve changed since the last time anyone saw me, shedding my gothic clothes, heavy eyeliner, and tough-girl attitude for a more lighter and pleasant look, so I blend in with the crowd.


“You can’t rush nature, Ella,” Lila hisses through the door. “Now let me pee in peace.”


I watch Grantford like a hawk as he rolls a tire across the field toward his pickup.


The bathroom door opens and Lila walks out cringing. “Gross, it was so disgusting in there. I think I might have caught herpes just looking at the toilet.” She shivers, wiping her hands on the side of her dress. “And there were no paper towels.”


Grantford has disappeared, although his truck is still there.


I grab Lila’s arm and tug her toward the car. “We need to go.”


Lila elevates her eyebrows questioningly as she tries to keep up with me. “What’s wrong with you?”


“Nothing,” I say. “There was just this guy over in the field that I really don’t want to talk to.”


“Is he an old boyfriend?”


“No, not even close….” I trail off as Grantford rounds the bathroom.


There’s sweat on his forehead and grass stains on his jeans. “I need to talk to you for a minute.”


“Why?” I question, swinging the car door open. Please don’t bring up that night. Please.


Lila freezes as she’s opening the door and her gaze darts to me. “Ella, what’s going on?”


Grantford tucks his hands into his pockets, staring at the hood of the car. “This ain’t your car, is it?”


“No, we just stole it and took it for a joy ride.” Shit. Ten minutes back and my old attitude is slipping out. “I mean, yes it is—her car anyway.” I nod my head at Lila.


“Well, I was just wondering how fast it goes?” He gives me a fox smile that makes me want to gag.


I was never a fan of Grantford. He always had a sleazebag attitude, which was part of the reason why I had him drive me to the bridge that night—he was the only one I knew who would leave me there alone.


I can’t help myself. “Probably a lot faster than your pick up over there.”


He has a shit-eating grin on his face. “Is that a challenge?”


I shake my head and motion for Lila to get in the car “Nope, that wasn’t a challenge. Just a mere observation.”


Recollection fills his eyes. “Wait a minute. Do I know you?” Ignoring him, I start to shut the door, but he catches it. “Holy crap! I do know you. You’re Ella Daniels.” His eyes mosey up my legs, cutoff jeans, lacy white tank top, and land on my eyes lined with frosty pink eyeliner. “You look… different.”


“College will do that to you.” I scale up his scuffed cowboy boots, his torn jeans, and stained shirt. “You haven’t changed a bit.”


“I see your mouth hasn’t changed at all,” he snaps. “And besides, you didn’t change for the better. In fact, you look like you could be friends with Stacy Harris.”


“Don’t exaggerate the situation,” I say. Stacy Harris was a popular girl in our grade; head cheerleader, homecoming queen, wore a lot of pink.


His face scrunches. “You didn’t just change on the outside either. If anybody would have compared you to Stacy Harris, you’d have punched them in the face.”


“Violence solves nothing.” I begin to shut the door again. “I have to go.”


He complements my move and seizes the door, prying it back open. “You ain’t going anywhere until I get something out of you.”


“Like a kick to the balls,” I threaten, but my insides churn. I can talk tough, but when it all comes down to it he’s a really big guy who could easily hurt me.


His grey eyes turn black as the sun sets behind the shallow hills. “I heard you bailed. Packed up your stuff one night and took off. Pissed off a lot of people, too. The ones that were always protecting you when that mouth of yours got you into trouble. Especially that one guy you were always with.”


“Don’t pretend like you don’t know his name.” My voice is slightly uneven. I feel out-of-control of the situation and I’m starting to panic. “You don’t forget the names of the people whose fist have slammed into your face.”


A vein bulges in his thick neck as he punches the window. “That night I was wasted and Micha was completely sober. And it was total bull shit that he sucker punched me for leaving you on the bridge. I mean, you asked me to take you there. How the hell was it my fault?”


Apparently, Micha hit him more than once because it’s not the instance I’m referring to.


I tug at the door handle. “I’m going to close the door now and you’re going to walk away.”


“Who are you?” His eyes are all over me.


“I’m who I always was,” I mutter. “Just without all the baggage.” Calmly, I close the door. “You can drive away now, Lila.”


She floors the car backwards and skids it onto the asphalt. I don’t look back at Grantford or the bridge. I breathe through my nose, trying to stay composed and in possession of my feelings.


“What was that about?” Lila asks. “Who was that creep?”


I buckle my seatbelt and turn up the air conditioning. “Just some guy I used to know from high school.”


“I thought he was going to kill you or something… Maybe we should call the police.”


Flashbacks of my old life resurface. “That’s just how things are around here. Besides, he was all bark and no bite. Trust me. He was just irritated with something I did.”


Her eyes enlarge and she grips the steering wheel. “What did you do?”


I glance in the rearview mirror at the desolate road behind us. “Nothing I want to talk about.”


She slows down as the speed limit decreases. “How did you do that? You were so calm even when he tried to hold the door open. I was freaking out.”


“It was just instincts,” I lie. If she knew the real reason we sure as hell wouldn’t be friends.


[image: image]


The urge to make Lila flip a U-turn and floor it back to Vegas becomes more powerful the closer we get to my home. Lila relaxes about the Grantford ordeal when the outhouse is far behind us. We make the rest of the short drive talking about classes and frat parties, but when we pull into the driveway of my house, her fear and panic reemerges.


“This is… nice.” She shudders as she peers through the windshield. “So this is where you grew up?”


The full moon shines in the starry sky, lighting up the trash piled in the driveway, the old cutlass balanced on cinderblocks in front of the garage, and the peeling paint off my two-story home trimmed with a broken rain gutter that’s swaying in the wind. The tree beside my window looks like it’s dying. It was once my gateway for sneaking out of my room, but the last time I snuck out was the night my mother died.


I’ll never climb that damn tree again.


“Yep, this is home.” I step out into the cool breeze. Rise Against “Like an Angel” blasts from the speakers next door. The lights are on in the house, and there’s a lot of screaming and yelling going on. The driveway is lined bumper to bumper with cars and people are smoking on the dry front lawn and on the deck.


One of Micha’s parties. It’s like time has frozen and was waiting for me to return.


“God things never change around here.” I round the back of the car. “Lila, can you pop the trunk, please.”


The trunk pops open and Lila steps tentatively out of the car. Her eyes fasten on the party and she’s chewing on her thumbnail, which is a nervous habit of hers. “Jeez, it’s more intense than even a frat party. I didn’t know that could be possible.”


I sling a heavy bag over my shoulder. “Are you sure you want to sleep at my house tonight?” I rummage through the trunk for the bag holding all my toiletries. “There are some pretty decent hotels in the next town over.”


“I’m just not used to this kind of a place. That’s all… But I’m sure it’s fine.” She collects one of my pillows from the trunk and hugs it tightly.


“Are you absolutely sure?” I balance a small box under my arm. I don’t want her to stay and witness this side of my life. “This place is a lot to take in for some people.”


She narrows her eyes and points a finger at me. “I may come from an upper class town, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t been in rougher areas before. Besides, we went to that pawn store that one time in Vegas and that neighborhood was definitely sketchy.”


It really wasn’t that bad of an area, but I decide to let it go, since she’ll only be staying here for one night.


“Sorry, I just… I want to make sure you’re comfortable.” I shift the bag onto my hip and feel around the dark trunk for my other bag.


“I promise I can manage for one night.” She crosses her heart with her finger and smiles. “In fact, I might even get brave enough to go check out the party next door.”


I rapidly switch the subject. “We can probably get the rest of this stuff out tomorrow, since it’s dark and I can barely see. And I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.”


“I think…” Her eyes wander in the direction of the driveway. “Dear God Almighty, who is he? Wait a minute. Isn’t he… yeah…” She lets out a quiet squeal and hops up and down. “Ella, I think it’s the guy from your drawing, that Micha guy you insist you never dated.”


My bag falls to the ground as I slouch down, debating an escape. Duck under the car? Run into the house? Dive into the trunk?


“Hey there, beautiful,” Micha says in his flirty tone. “You shouldn’t park your car out here in the open. Someone will probably jack it.”


The sound of his voice sends a tremble through my body that coils down deep inside me. I thought the feeling would be gone after being away for eight months, but somehow time has had the opposite effect—it’s amplified and taking over my body. I pretend to be engrossed by a box in the trunk and put my head amidst the shadows.


Lila giggles. “I’m sure my car will be okay. This is my friend’s house.”


“Your friend’s house…” He drifts off, making the connection and anxiety strangles me. “Wait a minute? Are you talking about Ella Daniels?”


Collecting myself, I slam the trunk down. When he sees me, his eyes enlarge and he has the same expression on his face as when his mama told him his daddy wasn’t ever coming back.


He blinks the stunned expression away and a hint of anger transpires. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Vegas.”


For a moment, I’m unable to speak, caught in a mixture of emotions from seeing him again. Micha has always been stunningly beautiful in a way that makes artists’ hands ache. He’s dressed in a red plaid shirt, dark jeans, and a pair of black boots. His lips are full and ornamented with a silver loop and his dirty blonde hair has a slight wave to it. His skin is like porcelain and his aqua eyes carry more than I can handle.


“I was down there for school, but I’m back now,” I say in the polite tone I’ve used with everyone over the last eight months. But on the inside my heart is wild, and my blood is roaring with the same yearning I felt for him when I left. “Wait a minute. You knew I was down there?”


He sidesteps around Lila and positions himself directly in front of me. Micha is one of the few guys that is taller than me and I have to angle my head up to meet his eyes. “I had no idea where you were until this morning,” he says. “Since you didn’t tell anyone where you went.”


The ache in his voice stabs at my heart and the phone carrying the voicemail in my pocket weighs a thousand pounds. “Sorry, but I needed a break from this place. It was… things were… well you know how it was.”


“No, I don’t know how it was.” He braces a hand on the trunk like he’s going to fall over. “Since you took off and never told me where the hell you went.”


I need to go before he gets to me, and all my self-control evaporates. Picking up my bag from the ground, I wave good-bye to him. “It was nice talking to you again, but we’ve been on the road for like twelve hours and all I want to do is lay down.”


“I’m not really that tired,” Lila says and I press her with a pleading look. “Oh, wait maybe I am.” She fakes a yawn.


I hurry for the side door of my house, but Micha blocks my path, and his hand comes down on the car like a railroad track barricade. He drags his lip ring into his mouth with a passionate look on his face, like he might kiss me or something.


For a second, I wish he would.


He leans toward my ear, lowering his voice to an intimate level. “Come with me somewhere. Please. I’ve been waiting eight months to talk to you.”


I flinch at my body’s fiery reaction his voice emits. “I can’t talk to you, Micha.” I choke, backing away, and bumping my hip on the edge of the car. Tears threaten the corners of my eyes, but I haven’t cried in over a year and I refuse to break down. Spinning on my heels, I dash for the house.


He doesn’t call out to me—it’s not his style. But his gaze bores a hole into my messed up head the entire way, until I’m finally locked inside my house.


Then I can breathe again.


Micha


I swear I’m dreaming. Ella is standing in front of me and she looks just like Stacy Harris, a slutty cheerleader we used to go to high school with and who Ella beat up once because Stacy was making fun of a girl in a wheelchair.


It was one of the things that made me fall in love with her; the fire, passion, and the need to stick up for the outcasts, even if it meant being an outcast herself. She never fell into any category—she was just Ella—but now she looks like a freakin’ Stepford Wife. She’s still hot as hell, a rock hard body, and long legs that go on forever. I’ve pictured those legs wrapped around my waist many times and the same images flood my head, even though she looks like a stranger.


Her gorgeous green eyes are glossed over, like she’s repressed everything inside. She’s unhappy to see me and it hurts a little, but pisses me off more. She starts rambling about being tired, something she used to do all the time to avoid confrontation. I watch her lips move, wanting to kiss her so God damn bad, but knowing she’d probably kick me if I tried anything. So I lean in, smelling her hair and beg her to come with me somewhere.


Then she runs down the driveway and locks herself in the house. I start to chase after her, but a Frisbee smacks me in the side of the head.


“Sorry man,” Ethan calls out, hopping over the fence with a smirk on his face. “It slipped.”


Rubbing my head, I arch my eyebrows at Ethan. “Perfect timing asshole.”


He holds up his hands. “I said I was sorry. You were just standing there all dazed out like a freaking whipped pussy, so I thought I’d snap you out of it.” He scoops up the Frisbee from the concrete and gives a low whistle at Ella’s friend’s Mercedes as he circles it rolling up his sleeves. “Whose sweet ride is this? Wait, is it Ella’s?”


“I think it’s her friends.” I eye the back door of her house, debating whether I should barge in after her and demand to know why she shut me out for eight months.


“Since when does Ella hang out with people who drive cars like this?” he asks, peeking through the tinted windows.


“She’s been gone for eight months.” I back toward the fence that separates Ella’s yard from mine with my hands in my pockets. “Who the hell knows who she is anymore?”


I need a drink, even though I haven’t had a drop of alcohol in eight months. The day Ella took off, with no note or a good-bye, I had gone up to the cove, got drunk, and took all my anger out on Grantford Davis’ face. The cops showed up and I got busted for being under the influence and for assault. I’m still on probation for it and I had to go to anger management classes for a while. I’ve been really good about keeping my crap together, but five minutes after Ella shows up and I’m about to throw it away.


I head to the kitchen, scoop up a beer from the ice chest, and settle on the couch between a blonde and a brunette.


The blonde one giggles. “Oh my God, is the bad boy Micha finally back?”


I can’t remember her name, but I play along. “I sure am, baby.”


Then I swig my beer back and bury my pain, along with Ella. She’s the only girl that’s ever been able to get me this upset. The only girl that’s never wanted me.





Chapter Three


Ella


“I take it that’s Micha?” Lila wanders around my kitchen as she tightens a loose ribbon on the waist of her floral dress. “He’s even cuter than in the picture.”


“Yep, that would be Micha.” I kick a box across the stained linoleum floor and flip the light on. It looks the same; seventies themed colors, wicker chairs around the glass table, and yellow and brown countertops.


“So just your dad lives here?” Lila circles the small kitchen and her gaze lingers on the countertop next to the kitchen sink where empty bottles are lining the wall.


“Yeah. My older brother moved out as soon as he graduated.” I adjust the handle of my bag and head for the stairway. The house smells like rotten food and smoke. In the living room, the aged plaid sofa is vacant, and the ash tray on the coffee table is spilling over with cigarette butts. The television is on so I shut it off.


“So where’s your dad?” Lila wonders as we climb up the stairs.


“I’m not sure,” I avoid the truth, because he’s probably at the bar.


“Okay, where’s your mom?” she probes. “You never told me where she lives.”


Lila doesn’t know much about me and it’s how I want it. Leaving her in the dark, about my mom, my brother—everyone in this aspect of my life—has allowed me to transform into someone who doesn’t have to deal with my problems.


“My dad works nights,” I make up a story. “And my mom moved out quite a while ago. She lives up on Cherry hill.”


She leans forward to study a portrait of my mother displayed on the wall; the same auburn hair, pale skin, and green eyes as me. Her smile was just as fake as mine, too. “Is this your mom?” She asks and I nod. “She looks just like you.”


My chest tightens and I quickly trot to the top of the stairway. At the end of the hall, the bathroom door is wide open. The corner of the porcelain tub and the stain on the tile floor is in my line of vision. My heart constricts tighter as the memories flood me. I’m suffocating with panic.


“Baby girl,” she said. “I’m going to go take a nap, just for a little while. I’ll be back in just a bit.”


My knees tremble as I shut the door. My chest opens up and oxygen flows through my lungs again.


“So where does your brother live?” Lila peers inside my brother’s room full of drums, guitar picks, CDs, and records. There’s a bunch of band posters taped to the wall and a guitar up on a mount.


“I think in Chicago.”


“You think?”


I shrug. “We don’t have the best relationship.


She nods, like she understands. “So is he in a band?”


“I’m not sure if he’s still in one now. I’m guessing since his stuff’s here, probably not,” I say. “He only played because he was friends with Micha and he’s in a band. Or was. I have no idea what he does anymore.”


“Ella, did you lose touch with everyone in your life?” Lila accuses, tucking the pillow under her arm.


Her scrutiny makes me uncomfortable. Avoiding confrontation, I turn on my bedroom light and shudder at the sight. It’s like a museum of my past. Sheets of my artwork are tacked to the walls, trimmed with a black skeleton border Micha put up when we were twelve to make my room more “manly.” A collection of guitar picks line the far dresser and there is a pile of my boots in the corner. My bed is made with the same purple comforter and there’s a plate with a half-eaten cookie on it, which is growing mold.


I toss the cookie into the trash. Hasn’t my dad been in here since I left?


Lila picks up a guitar and plops down on the bed. “I didn’t know you played.” She positions the guitar on her lap and strums the strings. “I always wanted to learn how to play, but my mom would never let me take lessons. You should teach me.”


“I don’t play.” I drop my bag on the floor. “That’s Micha’s guitar. His initials are on the back.”


She turns it over and looks at the initials. “So the hot guy from next door is also a musician. God, I’m about to swoon.”


“No swooning over anyone in this neighborhood,” I advise. “And since when are you into musicians? I have never, until today, heard you say anything about liking guys who can play the guitar.”


“Since they look like him.” She points over her shoulder toward Micha’s house, which is visible through the window of my room. “That boy is dripping with sexiness.”


Jealousy growls in my chest and I mentally whisper for it to shut up. I pick up a photo of my mom and me at the zoo when I was six. We’re happy, smiling, and the sun is bright against our squinting eyes. It rips at my heart and I let the photo fall back onto the desk. “There’s a trundle under the bed that you can sleep on if you want.”


“Sounds good.” She slides the guitar off her lap and goes over to the window, drawing the curtain back. “Maybe we should go to the party. It looks kind of fun.”


I gather my hair away from my eyes before dragging the trundle out from under the bed. “No offense, Lila, but I don’t think you can handle one of Micha’s parties. Things can get a little bit crazy.”


She narrows her eyes at me, insulted. “I can handle parties. It’s you that never wanted to go to any of them. And the one’s that I did talk you into going to, you just stood in the corner, drinking water and sulking.”


I flop down on the bed with my arms and legs slack over the edges. “That party is nothing like a college frat party. They’re the kind of parties you wake up from the next day on a park bench with no shoes on and a tattoo on your back, with no recollection of what happened the night before.”


“Oh my God, is that how you got that tattoo on your back—the one you refuse to tell me what it means.” She lies on the bed next to me and we stare at the Chevelle poster on my ceiling.


“It means infinite.” I tug the hem of my tank top down, hiding the tattoo on my lower back, and drape my arm over my forehead. “And I don’t refuse to talk about it. I just can’t remember how I got it.”


She gives me a sad, puppy dog face and bats her eyelashes. “Pretty please, with a cherry on top. This might be my only chance to go to a party like this. The ones at my old neighborhood consist of limos, fancy dresses and tuxes, and a lot of champagne.” When I don’t respond, she adds, “You owe me.”


“How do you figure?”


“For giving you a ride here.”


“Please don’t make me go down there,” I plead, clasping my hands together. “Please.”


She rolls onto her stomach and props up on her elbows. “He’s an old boyfriend, isn’t he? You were lying. I knew it. No one can draw a picture like that of someone they’ve never loved.”


“Micha and I have never dated.” I insist with a heavy sigh. “If you really want to go see what these parties are all about, I’ll take you down there, but I’m not hanging around for more than five minutes.” I give in because deep down I’m curious to check up on the world I left behind.


She claps her hands animatedly and squeals, looking out the window one last time. “Holy crap. Someone’s standing on the roof.”


They say curiosity killed the cat. “Come on, party girl. Let’s get this over with.”
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About fifteen years ago, this town used to be a decent place to live. Then the factory that supplied jobs to almost the entire town shut down. People were laid off and slowly it began to dwindle into the bottomless pit that it is now. The houses across the street are painted in graffiti and I’m pretty sure my next door neighbor makes moonshine in his garage, or at least he did before I left.


Inside Micha’s house, there are people loitering in the entryway. I push my way through them and into the kitchen, which is crammed with even more people. On the table is a kegger and enough bottles of alcohol to open a liquor store. The atmosphere is overflowing with the scent of sweat and there are a few girls dancing on the kitchen counters. People are making out in the corners of the living room where the sofas are shoved to the side, so the band can flare on their instruments, screaming lyrics of pain and misunderstanding at the top of their lungs. I’m surprised Micha isn’t up there playing.


“Holy crap. This is…” Lila’s blue eyes are round as she gawks at the people jumping up and down in the living room, shaking their bodies and thrashing their heads.


“Like a mosh pit,” I finish for her, shoving a short girl with bleached hair out of my way.


“Hey,” the girl whines as her drink spills down the front of her leather dress. “You did that on purpose.”


For a split second, I forget who I am and turn around to blast her with a death glare. But then I remember that I’m the calm and rational Ella; one that doesn’t get into fights and beat other girls up.


“What, preppy girl?” She pats her chest, ready to throw down. “You think you scare me.”


Lila bites her thumbnail. “We’re sorry. She didn’t mean to.”


Chants fill the living room and the chaos is giving me a headache. “Sorry,” I strain an apology and squeeze between her and the wall.


She snickers at me and her friends join in with her laughter as they sashay to the back door. It takes everything I have not to turn around and tackle her to the floor.


Lila makes a beeline for the bar set up on the counter, dumps a drop of vodka into a cup, and mixes it with a splash of orange juice. “Okay, that was intense. I thought she was going to kick your ass.”


“Welcome to Star Grove.” I shout over the music. “The Land of the Intense and Poverty-stricken, where the adolescents roam free without sober parental supervision and try to start fights wherever they can.”


She laughs, takes a gulp of her drink, and her face pinches at the bitterness. “Try—” She starts, then coughs. She pounds her hand against her chest.


“Are you going to make it?” I ask. Lila has never been a big drinker.


She nods and clears her throat. “I was going to say try growing up where you have to get permission to wear a certain style of shoes.” I give her a mystified look and she adds, “If it wasn’t up to my mother’s stylish fashion standards I wasn’t allowed to wear it.”


I edge out of the way of a guy with blotchy skin and a beanie covering his head, who doesn’t seem to mind that he knocks his shoulder into mine. “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad growing up where you did. I mean, at least there was some control.”


“Yeah, there was,” she says uneasily and her eyes quickly scan the room. “I can’t believe there’s a live band. It’s like being at an outside concert.”


“What? They don’t have live bands in California?” I joke with a small smile as I pour myself a cup of water. “One’s that take place outside?”


She stirs her drink with a straw. “Not these kinds of bands. Think much more mellow, with a stage and seats to watch.”


“Sounds like fun to me.” I oblige a smile and glance at my watch. “Are you about ready to go?”


“Are you joking?” Sucking the drink out of the straw, she hops on the counter and crosses her legs. “We just got here. Why would we want to go? In fact, we should go dance.”


My eyes find the living room, where a guy with dreads smashes his head against the glass plate of a cabinet in the corner and everyone cheers.


“You can if you want, but I’m good.” I gulp my water. “I like all my bones intact.”


Leaning against the counter, I scan through the crowd, curious to see where Micha is. I don’t know why I’m so curious, but I am. Occasionally he would bail on his own parties, either to hook up or just get some quiet. I found him a couple of times hiding out on a lawn chair. Each time, he would pull me onto his lap and we would stare up at the night sky, talking about an unreachable future.


I spot him in the corner, sitting on the couch with his arm draped around some blonde girl with boobs popping out of her dress. His hair hangs in his eyes and he’s nibbling at his lip ring, driving the girl crazy I’m sure. They’re just talking, but the girl keeps flipping her hair off her shoulder and her hand is on his chest. It’s hard to tell if Micha’s enjoying her company or not. He was always difficult to read when it came to girls because he never really looked interested in any of them, but sometimes he would end up with them for the night.


I asked him about it once and he said it was all fun, but that he was just killing time until I gave into my inner desire to be with him. I tackled him to the ground for it and it made him laugh.


“Why do you have that look on your face? Like you’re undressing someone with your eyes?” Lila asks, following my gaze. “Oh, is that—”


My eyes dart from Micha. “I wasn’t looking at anyone, just the madness in the living room.”


“Yeah, right,” she says, elevating her eyebrows. “You totally want him. I can see it on your face.”


“Well, I’ll be damned if it isn’t the infamous Ella May!” Ethan Gregory grins from the other side of the counter, just behind Lila. He stumbles around the corner, nearly clipping his head on the low ceiling. Before I can respond, he has me trapped in an awkward hug with his long arms that are tracked with tattoos. His grey shirt smells like an ash tray and his breath like beer. He pulls back, ruffling his black hair with his fingers. “Does Micha know you’re here in his house?”


I lie breezily, very aware of where Micha is and what he’s doing. “I’m pretty sure he saw me walk in.”


“I doubt that. He’s been looking for you for the past eight months.” He glances over his shoulder and nods at Lila, then tips in toward me. “You know he’s been a wreck ever since you took off. You really fucked up his head, Ella.”


“That’s such a lie,” I tell him. Ethan and I have never really gotten along very well, which is why the hug confused me so much. We both had the same blunt attitude and butted heads a lot. The only reason we were friends at all was because of Micha. Although, there was one time we did bond for a split second, but we never talk about it. “Micha doesn’t fall apart over anyone. I know him better than that.”


His face is flushed and his brown eyes are bloodshot. “I guess you don’t know him as well as you think then, because he’s been a wreck. In fact, all he’s done for the last few months is search for you.”


“Which explains the party,” I retort. “I’m guessing that classifies as that.”


“First one in five months,” he says. “And I think he only did it because he found out where you were and needed a distraction.”


“I know him better than you do, Ethan, and he doesn’t fall apart over girls,” I say, but cringe at the fact that I might not know him anymore. A lot can happen in eight months. “Hey, Lila, we should go. It’s getting late.”


She glances at her diamond encrusted Rolex and rolls her eyes. “It’s like nine thirty.”


“You’re leaving already?” He waves his hand in the air. “That’s nonsense talk right there. You haven’t even seen Micha yet and he’s gonna be super pissed if he misses seeing you, especially since you ran away from him in the driveway.”


“Actually, I think we’re going to hang out for a little while longer,” Lila presses with unrelenting eyes. She mouths, he’s hot. Then she fastens her hands together. Please, Ella. Pretty please.


Ethan isn’t Lila’s type. He’s got baggage almost as heavy as mine. I start to protest when Micha’s deep voice floats over my shoulder and tickles my skin like feathers. Without being able to help it, I let out a soft moan.


“Yeah, pretty girl, stay a little longer.” He’s so close that the heat of his body kisses my skin and my insides tremor. His fingers comb through my hair as he whispers, “You smell so good. God I’ve missed your smell.”


“I have to get up really early in the morning.” I clear my throat and Lila’s eyebrows furrow. “I need to go home and get some sleep.”


He places his hand on the counter, so the crook of his arm is touching my hip. “You can keep trying to avoid me,” he breathes in my ear, taking a nip at my earlobe. “But sooner or later you’re going to have to talk to me.” His breath reeks of beer and his clothes of smoke.


Refusing to crack at the sound of his sexy voice, I turn and face him. “I don’t have time to get drunk and act like a moron.”


He’s even more gorgeous under the light and more irresistible, even though his eyes are glossed over. “It’s your fault I’m drunk—you drive me crazy.” He descends his voice to a soft purr, the same voice he’s used on me many times to get what he wants—the voice that makes me feel alive inside. “Baby, come on. Please. We need to talk.” He leans in to kiss me.


The suddenness throws me off balance and I trip over my own feet. “Micha, stop it.” I gently push him back and he staggers into the edge of the counter. “You’re drunk. And I’m going home.”


“She’s acting weird… like she’s way too calm,” Ethan remarks, with a wave of his finger. “And she’s dressed funny, like that girl we use to go to school with. What’s her name?” He snaps his fingers. “Stacy…. Stacy…”


“Harris,” I say exhausted. “And I look like a girl that went away to college and grew up.”


Lila slants forward. “Ella’s been this way since I’ve known her, but I’m really curious what she used to look like with the way everyone keeps talking about her because I can’t picture her any other way besides this.”


Micha and Ethan trade drunken looks and then howl with laughter. The room quiets down a little as people glance in our direction.


“What’s so funny?” Lila frowns and looks to me for help. “I’m so lost.”


“Nothing. They just think they’re funny.” I dodge around Micha, but he seizes my elbow and hauls me back against his chest. “Hey relax, baby.” He kisses my forehead and gives me his innocent face. “Please don’t go. I just got you back.”


Before I took off, the boundaries of our friendship were starting to blur. I thought time would fix this, but it seems like we’re back to where we started. As much as I would love to melt into him, it just can’t happen. I can’t open up like that and lose control. I need control.


“No one’s got me back. I’m just here for summer break and only because I didn’t have money to rent an apartment,” I say and his expression falls. “The Ella you knew is gone. She died on that bridge eight months ago.”


He blinks, as shocked as I am. His lips part then he clasps them shut, struck speechless.


“I didn’t mean that,” I say quickly. “I’m sorry, Micha. I just can’t deal with this.”


“Don’t be sorry for being real,” he says, rubbing his forehead with the back of his hand.


I force the lump in my throat down. “I’m sorry,” I say again, and then weave through the crowd and out the back door, inhaling the fresh air.


“What’s your problem?” Lila asks as she catches up with me at the edge of my driveway. She squashes her plastic cup and tosses it into the trash can on the back porch. “I’m so confused. What just happened?”


“I needed to get out of there before I lost it.” I don’t slow down until I’m in my room where I close the door and shut the window, locking away the world. I sigh back against the wall, breathing in the quiet.


Lila watches me with inquisitiveness as she pulls her hair back into a bun and puts some lip gloss on. “Ethan and Micha act like you used to be someone else. Like this isn’t the real you. Want to explain?”


“Not really.” I push away from the door and collect some pajamas from the duffel bag. “I’m going to go take a shower. Do you need anything from downstairs?”


“Yeah, for you to tell me why those guys have you so frazzled.” She unclips her watch and tosses it into her purse that’s on the bed. “I’ve never seen you so worked up like that. You basically had an orgasm when you first saw him.”


“I did not,” I say, embarrassed and annoyed. “And you haven’t seen me that worked up because I’m not that person anymore.”


“Except for when you’re around him,” she insinuates. “When you were talking to him, there was something in your eyes I’ve never seen before. You were always so closed off to all the guys at parties and in school. Honestly, I thought you were a virgin. But the way you and Micha were looking at each other—you’ve had sex with him, right?”


Pressing my lips together, I tuck my pajamas under my arm, and shake my head. “No, Micha and I’ve never slept together, just like we’ve never dated. But we’ve been friends since we were kids.”


She sits down on the bed and unhooks her sandal. “But you’ve had sex before?”


I squirm in my skin. “I’m going to go get ready for bed.”


“Whoa, wait a second.” She leaps off the bed wearing one shoe and jumps in front of the door with her hands spread out to the side. “Are you saying that you’ve never had sex? Ever.”


I struggle for words she’ll understand. “It’s not like I haven’t because I don’t believe in premarital sex or anything. I just… Look there’s a lot you don’t know about me and sometimes I have a hard time getting close to people.”


She’s not surprised. “Well, obviously. That’s totally been a given from day one.”


“What do you mean?” I question. “I’ve never told anyone that before.” Not even Micha.


“It means sometimes I can see right through you.” She sighs and counts down on her fingers. “I’ve been your roommate for eight months and all I know about you is you’re focused on school, you hate to drink, hate being around large crowds, and have never went on a date. I barely know you and being here, I’m starting to wonder if I know you at all.”


She knows the Ella I want her to know. “Can you let me by? I’m really tired.”


She gives me a disbelieving look, but doesn’t press. She steps aside and lets me by. Relief washes over me because I don’t want to get into it with her. Not tonight. Not ever. I never want to get into the night that changed my life. I buried my reckless identity, and I won’t dig it up again.





Chapter Four


Micha


“She’s already got you all hot and bothered.” Ethan sips on his soda. “Look at you. Drunk after eight months of sobriety and I don’t believe it’s a coincidence it happened on the same night she showed up.”


I slam another shot back and wipe my lips with the back of my hand. “I’m fine man. And I can’t blame what I do on anyone else but myself. This isn’t Ella’s fault.”


Ethan laughs, tipping his head back, bumping it on the edge of the cupboard. “Who the hell are you trying to convince? You know just as well as every single person in the room knows that you two are each other’s problem and it’s never going to be fixed until you fuck and get it over with.”


I punch him in the arm, harder than I planned. “Watch it. You’re walking on thin ice tonight.”


He holds up his hands, surrendering. “Sorry, I forgot how you get when you’re like this.”


I grab a fist full of his shirt and jerk him toward me. “Like what?”


Again, he forfeits up his hands. “Micha man, calm down and go drink some coffee or something. You’re trashed out of your mind.”


I release him and rake my fingers through my hair, frustrated with something I can’t grasp. “Coffee’s a myth… And I need something else.” My eyes travel to the back door window, and suddenly I understand what I need. I pat Ethan’s shoulder. “Clear everyone out before my mom gets home, okay?”


“Alright, man will do,” he replies confoundedly. “But where are you going?”


“On a walk.” I knock people out of my way, and stumble out the back door. Regaining my balance, I trip across the grass and climb over the fence. Ella’s dad’s Firebird is parked in the driveway, so he must be home from the bar. Doesn’t matter, though. He won’t notice or care if I sneak in. I’ve been doing it since we were kids.


Although, my intentions did get a bit dirtier the older we got.


I stare up at her bedroom window until I reach the tree. After a drunken struggle, I make it to the top and I inch along the branch to the window. Cupping me hands around my eyes, I peek inside. The lights are off, but the glow of the moon lights a trail to her bed. She’s fast asleep. I inch open the window, slicing my finger on a rusty nail. “Mother…” I suck on my finger tip, the taste of blood and vodka bitter against my tongue as I head dive through the window and hit the floor with a soft thud.


Her friend shoots upright from the bed on the floor, her eyes wide. “Oh my God.”


I put my finger to my lips as I get to my feet. “Shh…” She still looks worried so I dazzle her with my most charming smile.


That seems to win her over and she settles back in her bed. As carefully as I can, I step over her bed and crawl in with Ella. She’s always been a heavy sleeper and doesn’t stir. I press my chest against her back, drape my arm over her waist, and feel the rhythm of her breathing. God, I’ve missed this way too much. It’s not healthy. I burrow my face in her neck, smelling the scent of her hair, vanilla mixed with something that’s only her.


I shut my eyes and for the first time in eight months, I fall into a peaceful sleep.


Ella


I sleep horribly for half the night, tossing and turning, like the princess sleeping on a pea. Only I am far from a princess and the pea is my guilty conscience. I don’t know why I feel guilty about blowing off Micha. I’ve done it breezily for the past eight months. Although, he wasn’t living right next door with his sad puppy dog eyes and charming sexiness.


My sleep deprivation only got worse when my dad stumbled into the house in the middle of the night, bumping over cups and bottles, drunk off his ass. Later, I heard him crying in the bathroom my mom died in. It still hurts to hear because his tears are my fault.


Once I fall asleep, I am out and it ends up being the best night’s rest I’ve had in ages. When I wake up in the late afternoon, I feel refreshed and calm. Until I realize why.


Micha is in my bed and has me in his long, lean arms. His body is curved into mine, so every single part of him is touching me. I know it’s him by the smell of his cologne mixed with mint and something else that only belongs to Micha. I pretend to be asleep, engulfed in a wonderful dream, refusing to wake up until he leaves.


“I know you’re awake,” he whispers in my ear. His voice is hoarse and his breath is stale with booze. “So open your eyes and quit avoiding me.”


“You know it’s illegal to walk into someone’s house without permission,” I say with my eyes shut. “And sneaking into someone’s bed—that’s the move of a pervert.”


“I didn’t walk in. I fell in,” he says, amused. I pinch his firm chest and he laughs. “Now there’s my feisty girl.” He brushes his soft lips across my forehead. “I’ve missed you, Ella May.”


Opening my eyes, I wiggle in his arms. “Please don’t start. It’s too early.”


His eyes are guarded and his hair is a mess. He chuckles lowly, a sound that ripples deep inside my core. “Pretend all you want, pretty girl. You and I know that deep down you’re secretly glad to be pressed up to my body.” He urges our chests together as he snakes his legs around mine.


My eyelids flutter against his warmth. God, I’ve missed this so much. Way too much and so has my body, evidently.


“So where did you go?” he asks, crushing my moment of bliss. “To school in Vegas? Because it kind of surprises me. You never really liked school.”


My mind snaps back to reality. “I don’t want to get into this right now. I just want to have a relaxing summer and then I’m headed back to campus.”


He blinks, his eyelashes fluttering against my forehead. The feel of him sends a warm tingle up my thighs and I seal my lips to keep from moaning.


His eyebrows knit. “It’s like you’ve been kidnapped by a bunch of nuns or something.”


“Maybe I was,” I say submissively. “It wouldn’t hurt anyone if I was.”


He considers this and an artful smirk curves at his lip. “That’s not true. Nuns can’t have sex and I still haven’t fulfilled my lifelong dream of having sex with you.”


I open my mouth, my tongue locked and loaded with an equally perverted comeback, but I bite down, remembering I’m not that kind of a girl anymore. “I need to wake Lila up. She’s got a long drive ahead of her.”


With one swift roll, he has me pinned down beneath his body and my arms trapped above my head. His aqua eyes search mine and it’s like staring at the endless ocean. He sucks on his lip ring, lost in thought. “You’re going to tell me, pretty girl,” he asserts, tilting his head so his lips are next to my cheek. “You always tell me everything.”


“Micha, please….” I despise how breathless I sound. “You know why I left. You were there that night… you saw me… I can’t do it again.” Anxiety claws up my throat and my muscles tense beneath the weight of his body. “Please let me up. I can’t breathe.”


He props up on his arms. “You could have talked to me, instead of running away. You know that.”


I shake my head. “No, I couldn’t. Not that time. That time it was different. You were part of the reason I had to leave.”


“Because you kissed me?” he asks, dipping his voice to a husky growl. “Or because I found you that way… that night.”


I swallow the giant lump in my throat. The kiss was part of it. It was an earthshattering kiss, one that stole breaths, stopped hearts, and scared the shit out of me because it surfaced feelings I’d never felt before, ones that rendered me helpless.


“I don’t want to talk about it. Now get off of me.” I wiggle my arms between us and push on his chest.


He sighs and rolls off me. “Fine, don’t talk about it, but it doesn’t mean you can run away from me again. I’ll chase you down this time,” he threatens with a wink as he climbs off the bed, and the chain hooked to his studded belt jingles. “Get dressed and meet me out in the driveway. You have to go visit Grady today.”


“No, thanks,” I decline and tug the blanket over my head. “And I told you last night I have stuff to do today. Besides aren’t you hung over from last night? You were pretty wasted.”


“Don’t do that,” he says, aggravated. “Don’t pretend like you have some deep insight into me anymore. You’ve been gone for eight months and a lot has changed.”


I’m speechless. “Micha, I…”


“Come on, get out of bed. You’re going to see Grady, whether you like it or not.” He yanks the blanket off me and tosses it on the floor, so I’m lying there in my plaid shorts and skin-tight tank top with no bra on underneath. He gives me a prolonged once over, with a dark, lustful glint in his eyes and goosebumps sprout all over my skin.


I cover myself with my arms. “I’m not going to Grady’s. I just got home and I have things to do.”


“He’s got cancer, Ella.” He backs for the door, tucking his hands into the pockets of his faded jeans. “So get your bratty, split-personality ass out of bed and go see him before you can’t.”


My arms fall to my sides as I sit up. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”


“If you would have told someone where you were, we would have,” he says. “Although, I’m pretty sure your father knew where you were, he just wouldn’t tell anyone.”


I don’t deny it.


“Besides, I told you in the voicemail I left yesterday,” he says, glancing at my phone on the desk. “But I’m guessing you haven’t listened to that?”


I shake my head. “No, I was too surprised to see your number on the screen.”


He bites on his lip ring, something he does when he’s nervous. “Yeah, you should probably just delete that. I don’t think you’re ready for it yet.”


My gaze moves to my phone. What the hell is on it? I climb out of bed, arching my back and stretching like a cat. “How bad is Grady?”


He swallows hard. “He’s dying, so you need to get dressed and let me take you to see him.”


I begin to object, but rethink my initial stupidity. Grady is the one part of my past that I could never run from. At one point, he was like a father to Micha and me. I even called him from Vegas once, although I didn’t tell him where I was.


I nod. “Let me get dressed and I’ll be out in a second.”


“See you in a few.” He winks at me and vanishes into the hall, leaving the door wide open behind him.


Lila quickly springs up from the trundle bed, clutching the sheet. “Oh. My. Hell. What was that about? I mean, he crawled in here through the window in the middle of the night, and just climbed into bed with you.”


“That’s what he does.” I open the window letting in the gentle breeze. Loose pieces of my hair dance around the frame of my face. “Oh, no.”


Lila stretches her arms above her head. “What’s wrong?”


I reluctantly look at her. “I think someone might have confused your car for a canvas.”


She jumps out of bed and elbows me out of the way to get a look at the damage done to her beautiful, nearly brand new Mercedes. “My poor baby!”


I pull a skirt and a pink tank top out of my duffel bag. “Get dressed and we’ll go check out the damage.”


She pouts, looking like she might cry. “I can’t drive it home like that. My parents will kill me.”


“I know plenty of people who can fix it for you,” I say, opening the door. “Or I use to, but I’m sure it’s all the same.”


She nods and I go to the downstairs bathroom to change, avoiding the upstairs one. I turn on the shower so the mirror will fog up and hide my reflection. I comb my hair until it flips up at the ends naturally. Then I apply a light shade of lip gloss and head out the door, but run into my dad on the stairway.


“When did you get here?” His breath smells like gin and his eyes are red. His cheeks have sunken in over the last eight months and his skin is wrinkled like leather with sores. He’s in his late forties, but looks like he’s pushing sixty.


“Last night,” I tell him, taking his arm and helping him up the stairs. “I was in bed before you got home.”


He offers me a pat on the back. “Well, I’m glad to have you home.”


“I’m glad to be home,” I lie with a smile as we reach the top of the stairs.


He moves his arm away from my hand and rubs the back of his neck. “Do you need anything? Like help carrying in your boxes?”


“I think I can handle it on my own, but thanks.” I decline, sticking my arm out as he teeters toward the stairs.


He nods and his eyes drift to the bathroom down the hall. He’s probably thinking about how much I look like her. It hurts his eyes, at least that’s what he told me the night I went to the bridge.


“I guess I’ll talk to you later then. Maybe we could go to dinner or something?” He doesn’t leave me time to answer as he zigzags down the hall to his room, slamming the door shut behind him.


My dad started drinking when I was about six, a few months after my mom got diagnosed with a bipolar disorder. His drinking habit wasn’t that bad back then. He would spend a few nights at the bar and sometimes on the weekends, but after my mom died, beer and vodka took over both our lives.


When I return to my room, Lila is dressed in a yellow sundress, with her blonde hair curled up and there is a pair of overly large sunglasses concealing her eyes.


“I feel like crap,” she declares, putting her hands on her hips.


“This place has that effect on most people.” I grab my phone, noting the flashing voicemail as I slip on my flip flops.


We go outside, leaving the smoky air behind and step into the bright sunlight, surrounded by the scenery of rundown homes and apartments. The neighborhood is filled with motorcycle engines revving and far in the distance are the sounds of a lovers’ quarrel and Micha is nowhere to be seen.


A long time ago, it felt like home, back when street racing and running wild felt natural, but now I just feel lost.


Lila starts biting at her fingernails as she gapes confoundedly at her car. “It looks worse up close.”


I circle her car with my arms folded, assessing the damage. It looks like a fruit basket, only instead of being filled with fruit it’s crammed with innuendos and colorful words. I’m on the verge of laughing for some reason. “They got you good.”


She shakes her head. “This isn’t funny. Do you know how much it’s going to cost to fix this?”


Lila’s dad is a big shot lawyer over in California. Her parents are always sending her things like clothes, money, cars. She has never worked a day in her life and gave me a hard time for my waitressing job at Applebee’s, begging me to take time off to go to parties.


“So what do we do?” She chips at some green paint on the headlight with her fingernail.


I point up the street. “There’s an auto body shop not too far from here.”


She glances down the road, which is covered in potholes and lined with filthy gutters. “But this is a Mercedes.”


“I’m sure painting a car, no matter who the maker is, is all the same.”


“But what if they do something to it?”


“Like spray paint it again after they paint it?” I say sarcastically and she scowls. “Sorry. We’ll find someone, okay? We can take it to someplace in Alpine. It’s a little nicer over there.”


“I can’t drive it when it looks like this,” she complains, motioning at the car. “It’s hideous.”


“I’ll drive it, then,” I offer my hand out for her to give me the keys.


“Are you joking?” She pats the hood of her car. “This is my baby. No one drives it but me. You know that.”


“I think your baby is in serious need of some plastic surgery.” Micha strides off the porch of his house and onto the driveway. He’s changed into black jeans, a fitted grey t-shirt, and his blonde hair hangs in his eyes. Using his long legs, he jumps over the chain-linked fence between our yards. “I know the perfect place to get it fixed and it’s here in town, so you won’t have to drive it so far.” He gives Lila a wink. “I’m Micha, by the way.”


“Hi, I’m Ella’s roommate or old roommate anyway,” she says with a warm smile and slides her sunglasses down the brim of her nose. “We’re not sure if we’re sharing a dorm room next semester.”


He presents her with his player grin. “Sharing a room with Ella? That had to be tough.” He shoots me a mischievous look, trying to get a rise out of me.


She laughs and returns her glasses over her eyes. “No, she’s a pretty great roommate, actually. She cleans and cooks and everything. It’s like having my own house maid.”


“Ella was always good at that stuff,” he agrees, knowing the real reason why. Even before my mom died, she was never good at taking care of the house. I had to learn how to take care of myself at a very young age, otherwise I’d have starved and rotted away in a rat-infested house. “So do you want me to take your car to that shop I was talking about? Like I said, it’s really close.”


“Yeah, that sounds great.” She shuffles her sandals against the concrete. “I’d rather go someplace close.”


I mentally roll my eyes. Leave it to Micha. He can get any woman to contradict herself if he wants to.


He swings his arm around my shoulder and kisses me on the forehead. “But I have to take pretty girl over here to see an old friend first.”


“Please stop calling me that,” I beg. “I’ve never liked the nickname and you know that. I never even got why you called me it.”


“And that’s the appeal of it, pretty girl.” He tempts me closer to him and caresses my cheek with his lips, giving me a kiss that brings warmth to my skin. “Now are you ready to go see Grady? You can come, too, if you want… is it Lila?”


“Yeah, it’s Lila. Lila Summers.” She offers her hand and Micha shakes it. “And sure I’ll go. This place makes me a little nervous.”


“Isn’t your family expecting you to be home tonight?” I escape from underneath Micha’s arm.


“I’ll text them and tell them I’m not leaving until tomorrow.” She retrieves her cell phone and scrolls through her contacts. “The car will be done by tomorrow, right?”


“It’s hard to say,” Micha says. “Ethan is the best, but a little slow.”


Her head snaps up and there’s delight in her eyes. “Ethan as in Ethan from the party last night? The one with the sexy hair and the really big hands?”


Micha bites down on his lip, stifling a laugh, and flicks me a sideways glance. I can’t help but smile.


“Yep, that’s the one,” he says. “Do you feel better about taking your car to him now?”


“Well, yeah, if you think it’s okay?” she checks. “I’m very picky about who works on my car or at least my dad is very picky about who works on it.”


“It’ll be fine,” he assures her with a wink. “I’ve never disappointed a girl yet.”


“Oh yeah?” Lila laughs, glancing at me uneasily, like she’s worried she’s stepping on my territory.

OEBPS/images/book1_Art_orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780751564754.jpg
AND





