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And finally, I’d like to thank my editorial director, Jen Klonsky, for standing behind my work and giving me the opportunity to tell these stories.







“This ain’t no place for the weary kind, this ain’t no place to lose your mind, this ain’t no place to fall behind, pick up your crazy heart and give it one more try.”


—Ryan Bingham, “Weary Kind”








Dru


PEOPLE LOSE THEIR WAY SOMETIMES. MOST OF THE time, they don’t even know until it’s too late and the damage is already done. Me, I never lost my way. Even on the run with Gina, I knew where I was going. I was with her. She was my path. She was my destiny. As long as we were together, the roads were set. It’s all that mattered.


When you’re with someone who makes you feel so good you ache during every moment you’re away from them, it’s impossible to truly get lost and stray from your path. She’s the only one I ever cared about from the exact moment me and Gina decided to make it happen between us.


Her beauty, her smile, her scent, her skin, the way my heart melted with every word she spoke; every time she touched me, even if it was just a slight nudge from her elbow or a quick touch of my hand, it was the greatest fucking thing ever. And, man, to think that some people may go their whole lives without experiencing that kind of love, romance, and intensity, it makes me truly sad. But at least I got it. I got everything from her, Gina King, the prettiest girl in the world. I was just sixteen and she was just seventeen, but my God, she became the pulse that gave me life. Nothing can ever fucking touch that. And nothing could ever be that damn good.





Gina


WHAT ELSE CAN YOU SAY ABOUT DRU? JUST AN awesome guy. A real man. A loyal man. A warm and gentle man. If that doesn’t speak to your gut, then you have no soul. Dru has soul. Dru has guts. Dru has my heart in the palm of his hands.


My three favorite things about him:


1. How awesomely handsome he is.


2. How everything he’s ever said to me is so beautiful and perfect and nice and has touched me to the core of my being.


3. How he fucks me, the way he handles me and makes me come almost the moment he’s inside me.


And also, another thing: The way he makes me feel like I’m a beautiful angel and that our love is the most important thing in the history of the world. The world’s greatest and most romantic story. That our love can save each other. That our love can overcome any disaster.


There are so many more things I love about him too. But those are my top three; I mean four. I look at him and my pussy gets wet. I look at him sometimes and my heart skips beats. I could go on and on with my list—I could make ten lists if there was enough time—but you get the point. That boy is beautiful. That boy is special. And that boy has given me everything he has. How much more could anyone ever fucking want?





1.


THEY STOOD ACROSS FROM EACH OTHER, THEIR EYES locked. The cold winter wind howled, the deep gray sky hovered above them like some cold pillow marked with indentations from arms and fingers and faces and heads folding it over and poking at it.


She was dressed in a heavy purple coat with a white scarf tied snugly around her gentle neck and a white stocking cap pulled over her long and curly brown hair. Her gorgeous blue eyes blinked once and her tight-pressed lips eased into a small smile. Her cheeks raised an inch as she inhaled the chilled air, inhaled the moisture and the emptiness of the deep land that surrounded them.


He moved closer to her. He was wearing his green coat that had fur on the collar. His hair was short and brown and it blew halfheartedly in the wind that rushed past and through them. He was already smiling. He was always smiling when he saw her or was about to see her. Shit, it was beyond that. He was always smiling at just the thought of her. His green eyes were big and intense. His face was filled with life. It hadn’t always been like that for him. It never had, actually. Only after him and Gina talked for the first time did his face turn from the emotionless, dry expression he’d had in every picture, every conversation, every second of every day, into the glowing, grinning, stunning expression he had every time her image floated through his brain. Every time he saw her or was about to see her or jerked off to the movie reel of their sex that projected constantly through his head while he laid in his quiet and dying house, trying to fall asleep at night.


And still looking into her gorgeous eyes, he said, “I wanna leave here with you. Leave Marshall and leave Nebraska forever and go explore the world with you, Gina.”


“I’d go anywhere with you, Dru,” she said back to him.


“We could run away right now.”


“Where would we go?”


“Anywhere else, baby.”


He leaned closer to her. He could feel the warmth of her breath. He could smell the Doritos that she’d eaten during sixth-period study hall.


“What about Cuba?” he continued. “I saw pictures of it in a library book. They have white sand there. We could sleep on the beaches at night and swim in the clear water.”


“I love that idea.”


“Then maybe Paris after that,” he said.


“Why Paris?”


He shrugged. His smile shifted to the right for a moment before he spoke. “I guess it’s ’cause that’s where two kids in love are supposed to run away to. That’s how it always is in the movies… those old movies I watch late at night when I can’t sleep. I mean, right?”


“I don’t know.”


A few strands of hair blew across her face and she brushed them aside.


“You’re so pretty, Gina.”


Her cheeks turned pink at the top. “Thank you.”


“Prettiest girl in the world.”


“Baby, you’re so sweet to me. Come here.”


They dissolved the few inches of space between them, and their lips met. They kissed slowly and gently and their tongues slid into each other’s mouths and moved in small circles until they pulled away.


“What about college?” she asked him.


“What about it? I’d rather be in Italy hitchhiking with you… you, baby, in some perfect red dress and your hair hanging down your back.”


“I love you, Dru Weiben.”


“I love you so much, Gina King.”


“And I promise to wait next year for you and go anywhere with you.”


“You really mean that, don’t you?”


“You know I do. I mean it more than anything. This here, me and you, this is all the life that matters… as long as I have you by my side.”


They kissed again. As they kissed, there was the sound of an old pickup truck motoring down a gravel road somewhere far off across the fields.


Four crows landed on the bare branches of a nearby tree. One of them crowed loudly. They both looked briefly at the four birds, and then they turned back to each other and resumed kissing for some time before getting into Dru’s truck and driving away.


• • •


She lay naked with her legs spread. Her skin was more dark in the winter than any of the other girls because of the Indian blood she got from her mom. Her mom, whom she hadn’t seen or talked to in years, in forever, in what seemed like some other lifetime ago.


He was naked and on top of her. He was inside her. They were in his creaky bed fucking. They were in his old house way outside of Marshall. Way off any of the main roads. Dirt roads and gravel and broken fences and dead meadows and dead fields as far as they could see from the drafty window next to his bed.


They weren’t loud but they were intense. There was sweating and staring and pounding and pulling, and when they were done, they lay on the blankets and he slid his fingers up and down the side of her body.


The song “First Day of My Life” by Bright Eyes played on repeat from a CD player on the floor next to the bed. They both loved that song. It was the first song they ever danced to, on a cold and rainy night when they drank hot chocolate and split a peanut butter cookie.


It was Dru’s idea to keep the song on repeat. He knew it’s what she wanted. He knew how that song made her so happy and how it was like their song, written only for them…


“This is the first day of my life, swear I was born right in the doorway, I went out in the rain suddenly everything changed, they’re spreading blankets on the beach…”


Gina rested her head on her arms, her big, round eyes focused on him as he began to speak.


“I don’t even wanna wrestle tonight,” he said. “I just wanna fuck you and hold you and kiss you till it gets late and you have to go home.”


“I don’t ever wanna leave this bed,” she said back. “Never, ever, ever.”


He put his lips against her ear. “Except for white beaches and clear water.”


“And red dresses in Italy.”


“Let’s go, then,” he whispered.


“Okay,” she whispered back.





2.


DRU WAS THE TOP-RANKED WRESTLER AT HIS WEIGHT in the country. Every school was drooling over their chances of him wrestling for their university. It was his life but never his passion. He worked at it because it separated him from the reputations of his dead father and his incarcerated older brother, Jaime.


Before he began to see Gina, he knew wrestling was his only out. But after Gina, there were different dreams and creative escapes and anxious fantasies and a chance to just be happy with someone else. Someone who loves you to the core and would be willing to do anything for you.


The Marshall High gymnasium was packed.


Wrestling and football. The only shows in town. The noise was deafening and it was so warm inside, people were breaking sweats as they sat smashed against one another in the bleachers. There were people spilling through the doorways. The fluorescent lighting of the gym was intense and blurry and the crowd gave off an energy as powerful as that of a Van Halen concert.


Everything was electric.


Dru stood to the side of the mat in his red, black, and white warm-up suit. His black Asics were laced up and double knotted. His headgear was strapped on tight.


He played the match move by move in his head.


He’d beaten his opponent, Tommy Reynolds, a senior from Carter, three times in the two previous years, one by decision, the other two by pin in the first round. He had no doubt that the fourth match would end like the previous three, except quicker. Dru knew all of the kid’s moves, his tendencies, his thinking. All by memory. It’s what separated him from everyone else, that and his natural talent.


The match before Dru’s ended with Marshall’s wrestler in that weight class defeating Carter’s six to one.


It was time for Dru’s match.


The 135-pound weight class.


The mat cleared, the band played the Marshall High fight song, and Dru looked into the stands at Gina. She was sitting where she always sat, in the top corner at the other end of the gym.


She smiled at him that amazing smile of hers and he winked back at her. The announcer called him and Tommy to the mat. Before Dru ran to the middle of it, his teammate Jacob Brown slapped him in the arm and said, “Fuck that faggot up.”


Dru smirked. “He can’t beat me, man.” He looked to the mat. “Nobody can beat me.”


He shook Tommy’s hand, and the ref blew his whistle.


Tommy lunged at Dru and Dru turned Tommy around and locked his arms behind his head. Then he took out Tommy’s feet. They both fell to the mat, Tommy on his face and Dru on Tommy’s back. It was easier than even Dru thought it was going to be. He flipped Tommy on his back in a second, then drove his elbow hard into Tommy’s chest. Tommy’s shoulders hit the mat and Dru stuck him there.


“You never had a chance,” Dru snapped.


“I know,” Tommy said.


The crowd got to its feet. The ref got down on the mat, counted, then smacked his hand down and blew his whistle. It was over. Just twenty-seven seconds was all it lasted.


Dru let go of Tommy and stood up. He looked right to Gina, the first place he always looked after he destroyed an opponent.


She was on her feet with everyone else, smiling, lips glistening, clapping her hands, screaming. Dru ripped his headgear off and waited while the band played the fight song again. The two boys shook hands one last time, and then the ref took Dru’s left arm and hoisted it into the air. The crowd cheered louder, and Dru winked at Gina again. She blew him a kiss and it was better than winning. That beautiful gesture made him ache to be in her arms right at that moment. He felt better from that, better from her eyes staring at him, following him, better from a smile from her to him, than he’d felt from winning the match.


She’d done something so special to him in the two months they’d been together. Made him feel a hope he never knew existed. Made him feel like he was really wanted somewhere, wanted by someone. She’d made him feel like he was great because of who he was and not how he wrestled. Wrestling was what made people think he wasn’t exactly like his older brother and father. Gina was what made him think that there were more important things than proving to people he wasn’t like his older brother or his father.


He’d always been different. He’d seen the damage done and the pain they’d caused and he’d promised his mother that he would be different from them. No way he was gonna fuck up his life or anyone else’s. And he’d kept his word to her. He stayed out of trouble, did okay in school, took care of the house and the land. He even took care of his dying mother, took care of what he had to to get them by. And for all of that, for keeping his promise, Gina King was what he got.


He deserved her like she deserved him. Two young lovers who believed in forever. If you can believe in forever, you can believe in anything.


He walked off the mat, wiped himself dry with a towel, put on his warm-up suit, and drank from a cold bottle of water. And when he turned around and looked back up at his girl, she was already looking right back down at him.





3.


MARSHALL WON THE MEET. IN THE LOCKER ROOM the team’s head coach addressed them with his usual speech about working even harder and not resting on their continued success. After the coach was through, Dru showered and dressed quickly. He put on a pair of Lee jeans, a gray hooded sweatshirt, white Asics, and the same green coat with the fur collar. He high-fived some teammates and left the room.


Gina stood against the gym wall a few feet from the locker room door. She was wearing her purple coat, tight black jeans, brown Ugg boots, and black fingerless gloves, and had a brown purse hanging off her right shoulder.


Her face brightened and her eyes grew big and wild as she practically leaped off the wall. She ran into his arms and kissed his lips.


“Yeah, baby,” she said. “You killed that guy.”


“Twenty-seven seconds.”


She whispered in his ear. “I’m so glad you don’t fuck me for only twenty-seven seconds.”


She pulled back, grinning.


The gym was empty minus the few parents still waiting for their kids. Dru’s coaches and a handful of assistant coaches from all the big-time wrestling schools were standing around talking near the other end of the gym.


An exit door was propped open with a chair, letting the cold winter wind cool down the warm and heavy air.


Gina nudged Dru in the arm. “Be a gentleman and drive me home.”


“It would be my pleasure, darling.” He winked. She hooked an arm through his. Then they headed for the gymnasium doors.


“If you play your cards right, you may even get a little present.”


“Oh yeah? So what do I gotta do, Gina King?”


Pause.


They were both grinning like children eating ice cream cones.


“Let me play the music,” she said.


“I always let you play the music.”


She made a face.


“Sometimes I do.”


“There’s a song I want you to hear.”


“And I get the present if I listen to the song?”


“Maybe.”


As the two neared the doors, an assistant from Iowa quickly broke away from the circle of coaches and approached them.


Dru’s smile went away and he snapped, “Oh great. I just talked to this asshole on the phone last night for an hour. I’m sick of them.”


“So don’t talk to them.”


“I ain’t. Gotta date with you to hear a song.”


“Yes, you sure do.”


As the coach got within a handshake of Dru, Dru flipped his head at him with a hint of old country-boy arrogance and told him, “I ain’t got the time right now, Coach.”


The coach stopped and put out his hand. “You don’t have time for me?”


“Nah, not right now.” Dru swung his eyes to Gina, who squeezed her arm even tighter around his. “Gotta get this pretty lady home.”


“Well, I’ll call you in a couple days.”


Dru slipped his hand around Gina’s and pushed the door open. “Sure thing, Coach. I’ll be waiting by the phone.” He led his girl through the doors, laughing as he did it, and they ran down the hallway of the school and out to the parking lot.


It was a relief not to have to stay for an hour after exhausting meets and talk to those coaches anymore. Now that he had his angel, another door was opening, and those possibilities were the ones where beautiful imaginations went wild and old motel rooms in Cuba became a real option.


The idea, the hope, the belief that everything will be perfect and wonderful and fine.


Without the illusion, there’s only a constant state of paralysis.





4.


DRU’S TRUCK WAS COLD AND SMELLED LIKED MOTOR oil and dirt. Their breath made clouds. Gina opened her purse and pulled out a CD.


“So what’s this song you got me all worked up for?” he asked.


“Have some patience,” she said, smiling, kissing the corner of his mouth. “You’ll hear it in a second.”


She ejected the Crazy Heart sound track and slid her CD in.


“This is the sound track to that movie I was telling you I watched on IFC last Saturday night. All the Real Girls. It’s so good too, baby. We have to watch it together.”


“I’m into that.”


Dru started his truck and drove it out of the parking lot while Gina hit play and turned the volume up. She scooted up next to him and squeezed his arm.


“The song’s by this Will Oldham guy. ‘All These Vicious Dogs.’”


“Nice title.”


“Amazing song.”


She turned up the volume more. “Just listen to these lyrics, baby.”


“And I have been yours, in fall and in praying, and I love to look at you from the side at night with music playing…”


They looked at each other after those last words.


“That’s what I do when you fall asleep after we’re done fucking,” Dru said.


“I know that. Thought you would like it.”


“I love it.”


“I love those Sunday afternoons at your house when we lay naked in your bed and listen to those bluegrass records with you watching over me.”


“How do you know I’m doing that if you’re sleeping?”


“’Cause I can tell. My body feels like heaven when your eyes are on me. Heaven.”


“Yeah.”


“Plus, sometimes I’m awake and you can’t see my face, but if you could, you’d see the biggest smile of the happiest girl ever.”


The track finished and he shook his head and said, “I love you.”


“You know I love you.”


“What’s next?” he asked.


She flipped songs to track four, Sparklehorse, their song “Sea of Teeth,” and then she said, “This and your present are next.”


She scooted over to the middle of his truck, licked the inside of his ear, and whispered, “I love watching you kick ass on that mat.” Then she undid his pants, pulled out his hard dick, leaned down, and put it in her mouth.


She didn’t come up until he came.


She swallowed.


Then she played “All These Vicious Dogs” again as she ran her fingers slowly and softly down the side of his face.





5.


DRU PULLED HIS LOUD, RUSTED TRUCK UP NEXT TO the driveway at Gina’s house. Her house looked like every other house on the block. It was white and two stories, with a front porch and a one-car garage with a netless basketball hoop attached to the top of it. It was a nice house in a nicer neighborhood. Nothing like Dru’s shack in the country. Gina lived where the business class lived. Barbecues and playgrounds with new equipment and young couples who took walks on warm nights pushing strollers.


Pyramid played on Gina’s CD. The lights were off inside the house.


Gina kissed Dru’s cheek and said, “Ya know ya better not piss those guys off too much.”


“What guys?” he asked.


“Those coaches that come to see you wrestle. They might not wanna give you a scholarship if you blow them off the way you did.”


Dru smirked. “Shit,” he said. “I’m an undefeated, two-time state champion wrestler, Gina. And I’m only a junior. I’ll be able to go anywhere I wanna go after next year. If I wanna even do that.”


Gina squeezed his arm and kissed him again. “And I’ll go wherever you go, baby. I promise, whatever you choose, and I’ll be with you all the way.”


“You mean that?”


“Of course. I’d love to travel around with you. It would be amazing. And if you do go to college, whatever one you choose is gonna be a good school that I can get into. I can study math at any of those places and then get into some awesome postgrad program. Maybe we can travel after college too. We have the world at our fingertips, so whatever seems best for us, then that’s what we do. Together. That’s what I want most.”


“So you’re really gonna wait for me even though you’ll be done with school this year…. Really?


“Yeah, baby. I told you. I’ll take classes at the community college and work as much as I can and make some money while you finish your last year.”


Dru nodded and turned to her. “Tell me that you really mean it again?”


She giggled. “I really mean it again, Dru.”


“Your dad is gonna hate that.”


“I don’t care what he thinks when it comes to us.”


“He don’t like me. That’s for sure.”


“He doesn’t hate you. He thinks you’re just part of some phase I’m going through. He doesn’t get it, but so what, baby?” She put a hand on his thigh and rubbed it. “I like you and that’s all that matters. That’s all he will even care about in the end anyway.”


She leaned in closer and put her lips to his. She stuck her tongue in his mouth. He didn’t care that those lips had just touched his dick or that her tongue had just tasted his come. It was nothing. He’d been with her for two months. He’d eaten her pussy out, made her come in his mouth, and then kissed her while he fucked her, and she never complained once about having to taste herself.


He pulled back and grabbed her gently by the chin, centering her face right in front of his.


“Good night, baby.”


“Good night, Dru.”





6.


THEY SHOWED UP IN DROVES, PACKING THE convention center in downtown Lincoln, Nebraska. Five hundred people to be exact, seated at nice tables with white tablecloths and candle centerpieces.


They were all in tuxes or nice dresses to honor one of the most powerful but secretive men in the state, Curtis Alderson, for founding Alderson House, a statewide program that provided housing, meals, and work for men who’d just been paroled or released from jail for good.


The idea behind Alderson House was that these men could be rehabilitated into society by working up résumés and not breaking rules and contributing—some for the first times in their lives. The program had been a smashing success for more than fifteen years, with twenty Alderson Houses located throughout the state of Nebraska. Leading state lawmakers, community business leaders, and heads of other charitable organizations decided it was time to honor Curtis Alderson for his achievement.


They booked a night and sent out the gold-stickered invitations. Then there they were, all gathered in a room watching testimonial videos from participants of Alderson House. They listened to passionate speeches by those who’d been affected by the house. Curtis sat gratefully with his elegant and beautiful wife, Tina, and their only child, Beau, at the front of the room, around a table full of five-star food.


The man they were gathered to see was wearing a brown suit with a thin black tie, cowboy boots, and a ten-gallon cowboy hat. He was fifty-four and his face was aged, his body beat up from years of brutal land work and building his brand, building his franchise. He had a large scar that ran down the entire left side of his face from a bull accident and an abrasion from an oil burn just below his right eye. His personality was larger than life and it showed in the way people flocked to him. He was a businessman. He got things taken care of. He had a purpose, a mission, and nothing ever came between him and his desired end result.


But he was also a secretive man who viewed most reporters, except on a night like that one, as the enemy. A function of a sick society where privacy was almost nonexistent and nothing was fact-checked and everything was one-sided. He had an inner circle that consisted of three other men, whom he’d known since his first landgrab, whom he’d all “saved” like so many other men who were loyal to him, and who had devoted their lives to his enterprise. With this devotion, they’d all in turn been rewarded not just with salary, security, and positions of great respect but with a sense of dignity and pride as well. A sense that their good lives were a result of Curtis’s vision and his trust. Because of that, Curtis Alderson and his enterprise were to be defended, protected at all costs and by any means necessary. Everyone associated with him and his franchises adhered to that philosophy with ruthless vigor and terrifying loyalty.


• • •


Tina Alderson sipped a glass of pinot grigio. She held the glass loosely, freely, but her sips were strong and fluid. She wore a navy blue dress made out of satin that exposed the white, freckled skin of her left shoulder. She had diamond earrings that hung four inches off each ear and a diamond necklace that Curtis had bought her on their fifth wedding anniversary, two weeks after they’d received the shocking news that she was pregnant.


The news was not startling in a negative way. It was startling because they’d been trying for three years to get pregnant and had finally accepted the fact that she could not bear him a child. It was so fucking vicious for Curtis. Because a man like that, a man with an ego larger than the gods, a man who was building his own empire from scratch, a man like that wants nothing more than a child, preferably a boy, to inherit that empire.


And it was absolutely devastating for Tina. A woman like herself, who marries a man with that kind of ambition and power, who marries a man who gives her only the best things, a man who plucked her from the perceived horrors of the middle class, the working stiffs, and the normal, is constantly aware that it is her duty to one day give birth to that man’s child. When Tina thought she couldn’t fulfill that obligation to the one who had given her everything she’d ever dreamed about, her life became a nightmare.


The fucking guilt became alive.


It began to breathe heavy.


It’s the kind of guilt that growls at you like wolves and coyotes. It grows legs and arms and a poisonous head. Tina was asking herself constantly if that man regretted the day he asked her to marry him, if he regretted his life commitment to her. If he wanted to get rid of her and find some other pretty face that could and would bear him the heir or heiress to his great empire. So when she was almost a week late, way back all those years ago, she couldn’t believe it when the pregnancy test was positive.


By that afternoon she was sitting in the den with Curtis, telling him the wonderful news. It was right then that they decided they would have only one child, because they didn’t want to go through the horrors of failure anymore. Failure was not an option.


For Tina, it was absolute emancipation from the suicidal guilt that overwhelmed every breathing moment of her day and, at times, her dreams. And for Curtis, it was the absolute guarantee of the continuation of his legacy. His own flesh expanding his empire.


Nine months later their son, Beau, was born.


• • •


Beau swallowed the remains of a crab cake and followed it with a drink from the bottle of beer in front of him. He was handsome, with perfectly trimmed black hair that was parted neatly to the left, a very defined facial structure, and big brown eyes. He was as cool as they came. A small smirk of privilege constantly spilled from the corners of his mouth. His body language put out a defined confidence. Most of the time he leaned back in his chair with eyes that spoke of judgment. He scanned the room, picked people apart, and looked for his prey. Sometimes he had his elbow on the table with the back of his hand against his chin. When he moved or gestured, it was with precision and demand. But when he talked, his vocal tone left an impression of arrogance. An arrogance that came from a blessed life, one that came from the insurance of inheriting a massive sum of land and money and power. One that came from a lifetime of being told that he was better than anyone else just by having the last name he did.


Beau graduated with a 3.2 GPA and fucked all the hottest girls, freshman through senior year, and when he finished high school, he went to the University of Nebraska in Lincoln. He flunked out his first semester, and sat out the next one before finally transferring to the University of Nebraska–Omaha, where he was in the middle of his sophomore year. He still had a couple of close friends in Marshall, where he still ruled.


Beau never heard the word “no” anywhere in Marshall and he always got what he wanted, especially when he went after it. He was an Alderson. “Recourse” and “retaliation” were absolutely useless words when it came to him.


• • •


After all the overdone praise had been dispensed and the testimonials concluded, there was only one speech left to give. Curtis Alderson’s speech.


Curtis stood up as the room filled with loud applause. He was an imposing presence all the way around. He was six feet two inches tall and he seemed like an old giant. His shoulders were broad and his belly stuck out six inches. He lumbered when he walked from the extreme abuse he’d put his body through to get himself to a moment just like this.


A moment for people to kiss his ass and maybe get a favor from him. A moment where he could hear how godlike he was. A moment to cut a few more big-time backroom deals.


He stepped to the podium and everyone rose to their feet, still clapping. He nodded at them and winked at his son and wife and waited until the ovation became less and the folks took their seats. He removed that cowboy hat, setting it next to the microphone, grinning wide, and said, “Howdy, y’all.”





Dru


MY FAVORITE THING ABOUT GINA IS THAT SHE’S GIVEN me a chance to really love someone else in a way that you can’t love your family. I love my mom, like any kid should, despised my dad for what he did to my family, and was angry at my brother for being the criminal bastard he was and leaving me to take care of everything. Jaime always stuck up for me growing up. But he left me to pick up the pieces after he got arrested.


Then this angel came into my life. This delicate being who saw through the reputations I’d been given based on nothing I had done.


She’s it. She’s better than anyone. Better than everything.


She was a gift.


She was my chance.


Sure, people loved me because of my talent on the mat, but beyond that, it was all fake. I was still Dale Weiben’s son and Jaime Weiben’s brother and my clothes were ratty, my house was broken, and eventually the apple wasn’t gonna fall far from the tree.


Gina didn’t buy it.


Once she got to know me, she knew I was capable of giving her the affection and the pleasure and the happiness that every kid wants.


Angels don’t come around that often.


I got lucky.


This lovely creature appeared in my life. She’s stuck by my side. She’s loved me back the way I’ve loved her every moment of every single fucking day.


That’s her timeless gift.


Giving me the chance to be in love. Giving me the chance to have butterflies in my stomach. Giving me these sleepless nights.


And those Sunday mornings.


Those have been so nice.


“Easy like a Sunday morning.”


That’s my favorite thing about Gina.


And those cute freckles on her nose don’t hurt either. Or that amazing body. Or that warm voice. Or those soft arms she wraps around me that make my body shake with goodness as the tension of every other fucked-up thing in my life falls from my shoulders.


The warmth of her whispering sweet things in my ear. The words “I love you and will never leave you.”


The words “This is forever, baby.”





Gina


ADVERSITY DOES TWO THINGS: DESTROYS YOU OR makes you stronger. Adversity destroyed my real mom. It destroyed my first family. For a while it destroyed my hope in that one word that can mean so much when it’s truly meant: “forever.”


You ever seen a sixteen-year-old kid take care of his dying mom? Pay the bills? Keep up a house and a piece of land while dealing with bullshit history exams, algebra classes, wrestling practices, and broken-down vehicles?


You ever known someone whose dad was in and out of jail and drove himself drunk off a bridge? A person who took on a job picking up litter along the highways for twelve hours a day every weekend for four months to pay back the loan his mom had to take out to pay for the funeral? You ever known anyone like that?


I have.


Dru did all of that stuff and so much more.


He is how I became strong. He is how I went from meek and sensitive to understanding but tough. A lot of people say they’re tough because they get into fights, drink themselves into poison, and do it again a week later. That’s not tough. That’s destructive. That’s not real adversity; that’s the stupid shit you bring on yourself.


No, Dru is the toughest person and it’s rubbed off on me. He’s always saying, “Take care of your shit. Take care of yourself. That’s what strong people do. No matter what, if you have the ability to make shit happen, then make it happen.”


God, he’s bright beyond his years. I never once heard him make an excuse about the fucked-up life he inherited. Never once heard him complain about doing what had to get done, no matter how difficult it was.


He’s loyal beyond loyalty.


Adversity? Ha! Adversity can’t even look him in the eyes.


Smiles to my man forever.


Forever. I finally figured out there could be a real chance at forever with him.





7.


THE PARKING LOT OF THE CONVENIENCE STORE WAS weirdly lit a dull yellow from the street lamps surrounding it and an annoying white from the fluorescent bulbs humming from the storefront.


There were three vehicles parked in the lot. One was the store clerk’s car. Right next to it was an unmarked white car with tinted windows and rusted rims. And in the back was a Marshall County Sheriff’s car.


Inside the unmarked car sat three darkly shadowed people. Sheriff’s Deputy Marty Ollenbeck sat in uniform in the driver’s seat. He was in his early thirties but had the youthful appearance of a high school boy just barely hitting puberty. In the backseat was the other sheriff’s deputy, Brian Fehr. He was also in his early thirties, but he had a rough-and-tumble face with a Wyatt Earp mustache, sharp features, and eyes that bulged when the vein in his forehead rose to the surface. Next to Brian was a broken-looking girl. A sick-looking one. But not sick from any kind of virus; sick from meth withdrawals. Sick from her body finally feeling itself again and not liking what it had become, not liking the way it looked and smelled and not liking the way it felt. She was in her midtwenties and had dirty blond hair that looked wet with sweat. There were deep, dark circles under her eyes and a big cold sore, purple-colored, dragging from the left crease of her lips. Her face meat was sucked back against the bone. Her hands shook from being weak and tired and scared. She’d once been pretty. She’d once been popular and shy and happy. She’d once liked to laugh a lot and enjoyed being outside, in the sun, talking to friends.
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