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Celia on the Run

By Sarah Mandell



Chapter 1

“If you’re listening to this little tape of mine, I guess I finally kicked the bucket.”

Nick smiled at the sound of his late grandmother’s voice, haunting him through the speakers. “I tell ya, it’s about damn time already!” she went on to say.

Nick chuckled to himself in the back seat. His granny’s mouth was consistently rude, even in her pre-recorded Last Will and Testament. He loved that about her.

Amy, Nick’s mom, ended his amusement with a disappointed “enough, mother” aimed at the car stereo. Nick joined his parents in solemn silence like a good boy should, as his grandma went on to designate an heir to her Band-Aid colored Cadillac, the savings bonds, and her two-bedroom rancher in Kingman, Arizona. Occasionally she’d cough. Every cigarette she’d ever chain-smoked was clanking around in her chest, disgruntled, as she addressed each family member individually to offer some brash wisdom, just like she always did.

“Nick, sweetie pie. You’re a damn good kid. I know your mamma tells you that all the time, it’s probably making you soft. And damnit, you don’t need all those scholarships to prove it either.”

Nick’s protruding ears turned red.

“But…you’ve never done a damned thing wrong and it makes me worry about you. Skip a day of school. Vandalize something. You should be breaking hearts at your age.”

Nick’s red hue spread over his face. He focused his eyes further on the horizon, listening. “Which brings me to my next piece of advice,” she said in a mischievous tone.

Swallowing hard, Nick winced in anticipation. He knew it was coming.

“Don’t take your youth or your health for granted. Your equipment won’t work like that forever, just ask my dear Clark. Bless him and bless Viagra,” she chuckled. “How did I get started on that?”

Nick prayed she lost her train of thought. He prayed hard.

“Oh. Your junk, that’s right. That’s what you kids call it these days, right? Get out there and use it for heaven’s sake! Whatever the hell you wanna call it. You’re only young once! Oh the things you can do when you’re young and spry. Make those girls…”

And that’s when Amy ejected the cassette, her eyes bulging in horror. “Okay then,” she said, giving the tape and the ghost of her batty old mother a single dirty look.

Alexei, Nick’s father, took the tape and stuffed it in the driver’s side door. He looked back at his wife and shrugged. His late mother-in-law had given him a similar speech once upon a time, back when he was young and spry.

Nick stared out the car window. Everything his grandma said, as forward as it may have been, was dead on. He was a good kid indeed, an exemplary seventeen-year-old with a promising future. His childhood and teenage years were unmarked. Not a single fistfight, broken heart, or moral dilemma interrupted his smooth upbringing. The long stretch of highway outside was all too familiar, resembling his straightforward life, teeming with monotony. If only there was something to look forward to other than college, finding a job and dying at an old age.

After six miserable hours in the backseat holding an iPod with no charge, ear buds still in place so his parents wouldn’t know he was listening to their conversation, Nick was so bored he was ready to smash his head against the infinite Jersey wall outside the window. Indulging his dark daydream, he wondered what shape the blood would make as it ran down the concrete. Perhaps seeing some red abstraction might spark curiosity in the next numb teenager to drive by this mile marker, leading them to question the meaning of life.

Amy’s sharp cry broke the hours of silence, “Oh! Oh my goodness! Should we stop?”

Nick looked up to see his mother’s head whip around at the sight of a female hitchhiker towing a black suitcase along the side of the highway.

“No,” Alexei stated, removing his massive hand from its resting spot on his wife’s forearm.

“But she looks so young, I’m sure she’s harmless,” Amy pleaded, sounding like the caring mother she truly was. She always wanted to help others and hitchhikers were no exception. “Did you even see her? She’s practically a child! We really should stop.”

“No. It’s not safe,” Alexei replied with gentle authority. “We’re almost there.” He tenderly kissed his wife’s hand, melting away her pleas. “Somebody else will give her a ride. Don’t worry, my angel.”

Nick looked out the back window at the figure in question as she got smaller and smaller in the distance. She parted the dusty air as she walked. Her confidence kept her posture straight, her stride showed no hesitation. Nick couldn’t fathom living like that, vulnerable without a car, wandering from place to place. It was a dangerous way to go and he envied the girl’s life suddenly. She could do whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. She probably faced real danger on a daily basis, made some tough calls and struggled to survive. Nick couldn’t claim any of that. He’d been living the most sheltered life imaginable, but it was all he’d ever known.

Once the ruby Taurus was parked in front of the Rancho Motel, Nick’s father addressed him, gesturing towards the suitcases in the trunk. “Can you get those?”

Nick’s gray eyes sparkled with affirmation, knowing his father actually needed him for this duty, at least for the next six weeks while his shoulder healed. Being needed was a rare opportunity so he jumped right in, lifting the luggage onto the ground, downplaying the weight by offering his unimpressed father an eager-to-please grin.

The hotel room smelled of cigarette smoke, just like his grandma’s house. Nick didn’t bother unpacking. They were here for a funeral, not a vacation. He plopped on the lumpy couch and watched his mother hang up her modest black dress and carefully smooth out the wrinkles. Nick looked out the window towards the pool. The last colors of the sunset were hazy while two children in neon bathing suites played in the outdoor shower rather than the pool itself.

Blackness crept over the sky, matching his grandma’s lungs and his mother’s dress. The family ate a silent dinner at the motel bar. Amy needed a few drinks to calm her nerves. Nick wondered how much alcohol would be present at the viewing and funeral over the next two days. He’d been getting offers from his relatives since he was twelve. Perhaps tomorrow it would be appropriate to toast his grandma. Nah. He turned down the offer before anyone had the chance to make it. Amy finished her third scotch, Alexei finished his third vodka, and Nick watched the condensation run down the side of his single Cherry Coke. Tired and full, they wordlessly headed across the parking lot, back towards the room.

The thought of hanging out with his parents in that smoky motel room without cable TV got Nick to thinking, searching for an out. Surely there was something he could do to avoid listening to his father snoring and his mother turning pages. Scrub the lint off the vents. Pick the cigarette butts out of the planters. Clean the dead flies from the fluorescent light fixtures. Anything.

“I think I’m gonna go find the vending machines,” Nick blurted out.

Amy looked at her son with complete confusion. “But we just ate.”

Alexei winked at his wife, then reached into his back pocket. “Yeah, good idea. Actually, I saw an arcade, why don’t you see how long this will last.” He handed Nick a twenty. Staring down at the money, Nick understood this to mean his parents needed some alone time. He took the money and turned away, not wanting to think about their rather healthy sex life. It was remarkable he was an only child. Truly remarkable.

“When are you gonna stop growing?” Amy teased. “Your metabolism is expensive!”

“Sooner or later,” he mumbled over his shoulder, noticing for the first time he was eye-level with his father. Nick couldn’t escape it; he was a clone of his dad. Alexei’s Russian features overpowered Amy’s Midwest genes and Nick ended up with the pale skin, dirty-blond hair, gray eyes that were borderline blue in the sunlight, and his enormous nose with a bold bump on the bridge that his father passed down.

After finding the vending machine, then locating a motel employee to break the twenty-dollar bill, Nick had satisfied his fake snack craving with only fifteen minutes and seventy-five cents. Knowing it was way too soon to return to the room and having no interest in the arcade, he wandered around aimlessly, getting lost in his thoughts and his sense of direction. It was his scaled-down version of exploring the world. This skuzzy motel was housing a wide variety of guests overnight. Some weary parents with small children could be heard trying to quiet their youngsters. Other folks were using this motel as a rendezvous point, a meeting place for a quick roll in the hay with a hooker or mistress before going home to their spouse. Few secrets were kept hidden as Nick walked by, overhearing bits and pieces of the fascinating lives of strangers.

He made his way outside and listened to the hum of the interstate bouncing off the side of the motel. A rustling noise broke the steady buzz. He turned the corner of the building expecting to see a raccoon going through the trash but instead he found a girl hanging over the side of the dumpster with the blade of a ceiling fan wedged under her armpit.

She smacked her bubble gum, then rudely asked, “Can I help you, rich kid?”

Nick recognized her right away. It was the brunette hitchhiker they passed that afternoon. Getting a closer look at her features, he was certain she was a teenager, a rather pretty one. Her frame was small, accentuated by her boney shoulders and knees. Her clothes looked clean but faded and her dark eyes were fearless. Nick was silent, having no idea how to use his voice anymore.

She frowned, then taunted, “Then get the hell out of here.”

He tried to pass of an apologetic smile but his face wasn’t cooperating either.

“Did you hear me? Fuck off, rich kid,” she said again, putting one hand on her hip.

Nick stared. His feet were stuck in place. He glanced at her cleavage by mistake.

“Fuck off…please?” she tried once more.

“Sorry,” he managed in a raspy voice. Nick had a long list of questions, the simplest being “What’s your name?” He was also rather curious about her intentions with the fan blade but that was secondary. His downcast eyes locked on her worn-out shoes and he backed away as though she was the feral creature he was originally expecting. She wasn’t like the girls he had encountered back home in Bakersfield. Something about her made his throat fuzzy and his saliva thick. He bit his nails all the way back to the room.

Before going to bed, Nick pulled out his tattered notebook to jot down kiss a total stranger as number forty-seven on his adrenaline rush to-do list, right under number forty-six, jump off a bridge. To him, it was just a stupid list, one he never expected to conquer, but adding to this list made him feel dangerous, like a person capable of making wild mistakes. He’d never made a real mistake before and he wasn’t sure if that was something to take pride in or be ashamed about. He was just a boring kid with a wild list of things he’d never ever do.

When sleep finally clouded his brain after an hour of lying perfectly still, Nick dreamt of the hitchhiker girl. It wasn’t just a dream, it was a marvelously dark fantasy, one that ended when Nick rolled onto the floor covered in a light layer of sweat with a frantic heartbeat. At the finale of his black and white dream, she was clutching his still beating heart, but before he could be horrified enough to wake and feel his chest to be sure it was still inside where it was supposed to be, she smiled and squeezed it till it burst deep dark red, the only color in the entire dream, all over the white walls and her delicate face. It was such a frightening and beautiful dream, like an old silent film that had never been shown in the theaters.

The sunrise crept through the narrow space above the curtains, giving the motel room a warm gray cast. Nick got up to go to the bathroom, never deviating from his morning routine. When he finished, he stood at the end of the bed and watched his parents sleeping. They were so happy together, even unconscious. With his feet flexing on the rough shag carpet below, Nick lifted his head, sensing something sweet in the air. The early dawn lured him outside to the balcony. He cracked opened the door, eager to catch a glimpse of that famous pink sun rising above Arizona. Feeling the first rays of warmth on his face, his eyes fixed on a sight far more magnificent than the sunrise. His heart palpitated wildly, his eyes dried out with lust. He forced a hard blink, then another, expecting to wake from this new Technicolor dream.

Under one of the showers in the pool area was the hitchhiking, dumpster-diving goddess, surrounded by a sparkle of rainbow mist. She arched her back as she washed her dark hair and Nick watched intently, barely breathing. Unaware of her male spectator at this early hour, the morning bather moved as though she were in a private shower, deftly lathering up her legs with a bar of soap. Nick let a tiny whimper escape his throat when she started shaving her calves. The water ran down every soft curve she had to offer. He might have sold his entire music collection right then, just to be the razor or even the drain below. The sunshine highlighted her shoulder blades as she bent over, working the razor up past her knees. Nick retracted his assumptions about her young age. “Holy moley,” he mouthed. That was a woman out there drying off with one of the complimentary pool towels, not a teenage girl. Nick was seeing something magical, something he’d never seen before aside from the flat peachy illustrations in his human anatomy textbook. He held his breath as if one whisper of air would give away his location and end the stunning apparition.

Lost in a trance, his pulse thumping in his ears for quite some time, Nick didn’t have the nerve to look away even though he knew deep down that’s what he ought to do. It wasn’t until he realized she was staring right at him with her middle finger extended and a scowl on her face that he snapped out of his daze, having finally remembered his manners. Nick lowered his eyes and went back inside. Standing with his back against the door in the darkened room, he let his lips curl up at the sides. She was a glorious thing to see at sunrise. Unable to help himself, Nick peeked out the window, his guilt hidden by the curtains. He watched the perfectly proportioned female sort through the open suitcase on a nearby chaise lounge and dress herself. His shame was short-lived, his curiosity and lust soon subsided, replaced with feelings of sympathy. She was homeless it seemed, just passing through and taking advantage of the plumbing and towels. Her lively movements and organized routine made her lifestyle appear comfortable, though it probably wasn’t.

Nick chuckled to himself when she spit into the bushes after brushing her teeth. For a nomadic person, she certainly had good hygiene. She even flossed. When she began using the salvaged fan blade as a makeshift washboard, Nick was downright impressed. She obviously knew what she was doing out there. After she finished her laundry under the utility faucet, she hung up her clothes on the chain link fence around the perimeter of the pool. It was barely past 6 a.m. She’d have some solitude before catching anyone else’s attention, with the exception of Nick, who continued to spy. He was hypnotized for the time being.

Nick observed her for a good twenty minutes, like she was a rare creature in the zoo on display just for him, the studious zoologist. Once she stretched out on a chaise lounge with a book, like the whole world was her living room, Nick resigned himself to giving back her privacy. He tried to fall asleep but the resourceful water nymph with the foul temper got the best of him. His short nails became even shorter as he indulged his nasty habit and chewed away.

A few hours later, when the morning had truly arrived, Nick’s mother stroked his shoulder. Her perfume was sweetly pleasant, just like her personality. “Good morning,” she said. Nick offered his dopey smile, then a yawn. Amy seemed in better spirits this morning. Perhaps the scotch, sex and 8 hours of solid sleep had done her well.

Alexei, who was already dressed and pacing around the room, interrupted the affectionate moment between mother and son with a dry reminder. “Breakfast ends at 9 and we hev to get to the funeral home by 10.” His father’s Russian accent was gone after twenty-five years of living in the US but once in a while a tiny curve to his words crept back into his delivery.

Nick nodded and got out of bed, obeying his father’s loveless suggestion. As he washed up in the bathroom, Nick held the miniature bar of soap to his enormous nose, inhaling the scent. He wondered if this motel soap was the same one the hitchhiker used. Letting the scent fuse to his memory, he ran his hand over his chin in hopes a manly shave was in order. To his disappointment, his face was still smooth from his shave four days ago but he lathered up anyway because that’s how a man should start the day, and darn it, he was a man.

Poking his rubbery waffles in zigzags, Nick scanned around the motel lobby from the dining area. His parents were silent. He was silent too. Dread about the day’s funeral itinerary weighed heavily on each of them. Nick’s eyes fixed on the young woman walking through the front door, identifying that silhouette in no time at all. It was her again, the showering beauty. Nick hid behind his father’s newspaper, hoping she wouldn’t point and scream, “Pervert!” since he couldn’t exactly defend himself. He’d been busted spying, no question about it, and he’d spy again should he be blessed with the opportunity.

With purpose and poise, the girl headed straight towards the food. She unwrapped a mini muffin, put the whole thing in her mouth, then stacked an assortment of waffles, bread, fruit, yogurt, more muffins, butter packs, and at least ten sausage links onto her plate. The Styrofoam platter sagged under the weight of her enormous breakfast. Balancing the plate on one hand, she stuffed another muffin into her mouth and then tucked two water bottles under her arm. Her food hoarding methods were well engineered. It would have been rather funny to Nick if she were simply pigging out but having put together the unfortunate pieces, he understood she was gathering rations for survival. She was good at it too.

Casually stealing glances, hiding from her view, Nick felt that strange tingling sensation creep from his toes to his stomach. She was beautiful up-close, even dry with all her clothes on. Her straight brown hair skimmed her boney shoulders covered in sun-kissed skin and a few lucky freckles. She was dark and exotic but still sweet somehow. Her features encouraged Nick to stare for too long once again. Just as he was letting his eyes follow down the center of her spine, over each soft vertebra that gently pushed out her skin above her sundress, she turned around. From across the breakfast area, he got an irritated glare burned into him from her earthy green eyes. He turned away and finished his breakfast at a quickened pace as if to prove he’d never been tempted to gawk at a girl in his whole life.

The viewing went all afternoon, beginning with an extra-long hug from his uncle and a pinch on the cheek from his aunt, proving Nick was not yet old enough to avoid that kind of nonsense from relatives. Just as he expected, his cousin Philip talked about girls non-stop and since Nick had nothing to add, no girlfriend to brag about, Philip questioned Nick’s sexuality for sport. Clark, his grandma’s much younger widower, married to her only a year, clutched his hanky and dabbed his cloudy blue eyes. Amy cried with her two sisters, arms linked in front of the casket, while Alexei perched like a contemplative statute on the sofa.

After dinner, Nick sat alone by the motel pool with his shoes off. The water felt refreshing around his ankles, swirling in between his toes. He watched the hair on his legs sway like sea grass in the ocean. The hours of hot sunshine were still trapped in the concrete below. A curious side of him hoped to cross paths with the girl he’d been daydreaming about all afternoon instead of properly mourning the loss of his beloved grandma. He had no sensible motive for wanting to see this mysterious female again, nor did he have anything specific to say should he get the chance. His fingers were crossed she might show up anyway, maybe to cuss him out, maybe to do her laundry. It didn’t matter. His high hopes of an encounter dropped further as the sun set. Nick assumed this strange girl moved on, hitched a ride somewhere else, continuing with her marvelous adventure. Just as he was ready to leave his spot by the pool, his daydream materialized out of thin air. There she was, standing barefoot at the edge of the pool with the silver stars above as her entourage. He hadn’t simply imagined her. She was real.



Chapter 2

“Look who it is. Peeping Tom, in the flesh…as it were,” her confident voice interrupted the quiet hum of the pool equipment. She plopped down next to Nick and dunked her naked feet in the pool, disturbing the water rings emanating from around his calves. Nick blushed.

“What? Can’t make eye contact with me now that I’m fully clothed?” she chirped.

Nick sensed she was smiling but didn’t dare look up to confirm his suspicion. Her delicate ankles flexed, moving the water as though it were a ballet under her control. Once again, his eyes locked on her chest, then retreated back to the safety of the concrete.

“I saw that,” she said. There was a painfully long pause before she added, “So you can sneak a peak, but can you talk?” When Nick didn’t reply, she went on, “Guess not. Are you retarded or something? Are you messed up in the head?”

Nick was silent, caught off guard, but not at all offended.

She cocked her head to the side and said, “Crap. If you’re actually retarded, I’m sorry.”

He cracked a smile to let her know he was mentally just fine.

“Should I just call you peeping Tom, or do you have a real name?”

“It’s Nick. Nickolas.” His voice was soft, unable to keep its usual volume. At least it didn’t crack.

“Nick Nickolas?” she questioned.

“Just Nick.” He watched her knees bend back and forth with an air of grace, yet somewhat reminiscent of a child’s restlessness. A long pause held his tongue, keeping him from saying everything on his mind in one run-on sentence. He wanted to ask her a million questions, stare at her, get close enough to smell her skin to determine if she smelled like the motel soap, but most importantly, he was curious to know what she wanted with him here by the pool. Was she here to mock him? Chastise him? Perhaps she was just looking for a quiet place to hang out. She was impossible to read.

“So. Just Nick. Do you want to know my name? Or are you just curious if I plan to shower at the same time tomorrow morning so you can take pictures?” she teased.

“Sorry…about that…s-s-sorry. I’m really sorry. I wasn’t…trying t-ta-to…I really didn’t mean…um. I just went outside…and you were there, and I didn’t mean to look…I’m really sorry about that. For looking. I’m sorry.” Nick had never stuttered like that in his life, he was surprised at himself.

She nodded, accepting his apology, waiting for him to speak again.

“So…you…uh your…name, your name?” he stumbled, raising his eyes with caution. He felt his protruding ears turn hot red again, betraying his unfounded hopes of playing it cool.

“Are you always this nervous?” She looked him over, seeing the extent of anxiety she brought. It seemed she was the brand of female who possessed the power to make grown men and teenage boys alike shake in their boots and dribble down their chins, and worst of all, she knew it. “I’m Celia,” she said, extending her hand.

Nick’s palm met hers, warm and tender. Celia’s tan skin was pulled tightly over her delicate bones but even so, she was softer than satin. With smiles exchanged, she began giving him a hard time. “So tell me, Tom, do you like to watch people shower? Do you get off on that kind of stuff?” Her tone of voice was serious but the sparkle in her dark eyes revealed she wasn’t upset about the awkward incident at sunrise.

Holding back his grin, he gave her a hard time in return, startled by this sudden swell of confidence. “Do you like showering out in the open, being on display? Do you get off on that kind of stuff?” Nick immediately regretted his joke, fearing he offended her.

To his relief, Celia laughed, giving away her exhibitionist side. “Fair enough,” she admitted, lifting her slender legs from the water, letting the streams run off her shins. “Tomorrow morning I’ll find somewhere else to get cleaned up before I get on the road. No free show for you, Tom.”

Missing her joke, he blurted out, “You’re leaving already? Didn’t you just get here?”

“Wow. You sound a little worried there, kiddo. I think you just tipped your hand.”

“Um, I…er…” he murmured.

“Been spying on me, nosy Nick?” she questioned, crossing her arms defensively.

“No. Not really. I just…I saw you…yesterday…with your suitcase…walking.”

“You did? Thanks for offering me a ride, that was so sweet of you. It was hot as hell, my feet were killing me.”

“I’m…with my parents so…”

“Riiiight. Hitchhikers are dangerous. I could have slaughtered your whole family, eaten your eyeballs, blah blah blah.” Celia made a serious face, forcing a wrinkle in her forehead.

“My mom tried…why are you traveling like that? Isn’t it kind of dangerous?”

“I can handle my own.”

“I’m sure you can but…aren’t you sort of young?” Nick asked, feeling like a fool.

“Do you see a lot of ninety-year-olds hitchhiking where you come from?”

“Uh…”

Celia squinted, then answered his unspoken question. “I’m twenty-two, I’m a big girl. Don’t you worry your pretty little head.”

“You don’t look twenty-two.” Nick didn’t mean to say that, it just came out.

“Thanks. Whoever told you chicks like to hear that kind of BS was right.”

“Oh.” Was that the right response? He wasn’t sure. This girl had his full attention and it showed. “So…where’re you going?” Nick continued.

“I don’t think that’s any of your damn business, nosy Nick.” She looked him over again, scanning his face to see why he was so curious about her. At least she got his name right.

It seemed she was slow to trust so Nick figured he’d try to earn her confidence by opening up first. It would be like feeding a stray dog: he’d offer a morsel of steak in hopes she’d let down her guard so he could pet her soft head. His rational side expected her to bite. Celia was the variety of stray dog to take the steak, bite the hand that offered it, then run away and Nick would probably end up with rabies. That seemed like a fair trade. Maybe she’d lick the blood from his palm before she scampered off.

He cleared his throat and began, “My parents and I are here for a funeral tomorrow, then we’re heading back home on Sunday night. Just passing through like you, I guess.”

“Sorry for your loss.”

“Ah, my grandma was pretty old, we all knew it was coming. She smoked like a chimney and drank like sailor. She talked like a sailor too. She meant so much to me but I just wish I could skip the funeral stuff, ya know?”

“Funerals are the pits.”

Nick watched her expression soften, she seemed less defensive now. “Have you been to a lot of funerals?” he asked, turning the conversation back around.

“Too many.”

“Oh yeah?” he casually encouraged.

“My mom died five weeks ago. She was only thirty-eight.”

“Holy moley, I’m so sorry. That’s…way worse than my grandma.”

“Death is death, doesn’t matter how old you are.”

“I guess,” he managed after a lengthy pause. “Was it a big funeral at least? Lots of family and friends?”

“Not really. There’s nobody left to show up.”

“What about your dad?”

“Didn’t come, doesn’t know yet.”

“Where’s he?”

“New Jersey, that way, two thousand miles.” She gestured east.

“Is that where you’re heading?”

“Good job, inspector. That’s home,” she said. Nick jotted that down in his mental notebook, being attentive to every detail she surrendered so he could compose her unauthorized biography.

“That’s far.” Nick’s eyes focused as if he might see New Jersey from here.

“Are you stupid? I know it’s far. I’ve been heading that way for a month now and I’m only in Arizona,” she complained. “I can’t seem to find people going all the way.”

“Why can’t your dad come pick you up?” he suggested logically.

“Because he doesn’t know I’m coming.”

“It’s a surprise?”

“What the hell?” she snapped.

“I’m sorry,” Nick backed down, shaking his head apologetically.

“What’s your problem?” Celia frowned and narrowed her eyes.

“Nothing. Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.” Nick looked meek and ashamed.

“You got one more question, nosy Nick, one more,” she said sarcastically. Nick managed to cling to her words rather than her tone.

“Are you…homeless?” His insensitive question rolled off his tongue, much to his own surprise. Surely she’d punch him in the balls for such talk. He covered himself instinctively.

“Are you mentally challenged?” she retorted, squinting her eyes even more.

He shook his head no, then shrugged.

“I’m not homeless. I left one home for another, that’s all,” she said without emotion.

“What do you mean?”

“Seriously? Why do you give a damn? You trying to make friends? Save my soul? Huh?”

“No. I’m…never mind,” he conceded. “I was just making conversation, I didn’t mean to…I don’t actually know what I was getting at…anyway. I’m sorry, no more questions,” he said, giving a slight smile. “Just wanted to know your deal, that’s all.”

“So asking personal questions is small-talk to you?”

“I guess.”

“Wow. You’re a weird one. You just jump in without any right. I don’t know if that’s sexy and bold or pathetic and rude.”

“Sorry,” he offered once more.

“So,” she said.

“So,” he echoed. They both stared at their feet in the water for a few moments.

Celia spoke, “If you really wanna know my deal it’s gonna cost you.”

Nick reached into his back pocket without a second thought. “Here.” He handed her what was left from his father’s twenty.

She cocked an eyebrow. “I was kidding, but I do accept cash.”

“Oh. Then what did you mean?”

“If I tell you my deal, you have to tell me yours. And I think you should be a gentleman and go first.”

“I don’t really have a deal. I’m boring. Seriously boring,” Nick said. “I’m just an ordinary guy sittin’ by the pool.”

“Unfortunately, I believe you.”

Nick smiled his crooked little smile and tried to tuck his short hair behind his ear, forgetting it wasn’t the slightest bit overgrown. He was one clean-cut kid.

“I guess it’s my turn,” Celia began. “I left my stepdad in Cali and I’m heading home to my real dad in Jersey. And I think you’re kind of cute.”

Nick didn’t respond, he felt his face flush again. Celia was so confident in herself. She came out and said what she was thinking without reservation. She didn’t shy away from direct eye contact like Nick had done his whole life, especially in close proximity to a pretty girl. Celia let the quiet moment linger, as if she knew it was making him more nervous. He wasn’t sure what to make of her. She was extremely foreword, self-assured in her speech. Unsure if he could be so foreword in return, he searched for something else to chat about, casual banter, but all that came out was another loaded question. “Aren’t you afraid?”

“Of what? The bogeyman?”

“I don’t know. Hitchhiking,” he said nonchalantly.

“No. I’m not like you, rich kid. I’m just fine on my own. Don’t need mommy and daddy to take care of me. What retarded movies you been watching? Hitchhiking isn’t scary. It’s just a way of getting around. I guess you wouldn’t know about that, huh? I’ll bet you haven’t even stayed out past your curfew before.” Celia looked him over again, knowing she was right.

“Uh…” Nick’s clumsy lips had nothing better to reply with. He didn’t actually have a curfew because he was usually in bed with his nose in a book by 10 p.m. sharp. There was no need for such rules in the Novaczek household.

“Tell you what. When you stop breastfeeding, try standing in front of a train and wait until you feel the wind on your face before you move. You’ll either piss your pants or you’ll feel high as a kite.”

Nick’s mouth was stuck between disbelief and intrigue. A chuckle escaped his chest before he said, “Let me guess, you didn’t piss your pants.” He was eager for the low-down on train dodging. Just hearing someone else’s story was sure to be a thrill. He would have to add this to his notebook.

She leaned towards him, then answered in hushed voice, “It turned me on.”

Nick swallowed hard, an electric flutter ran down his spine. The hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up at attention. Right now, with some unfamiliar boldness coursing through his body, he’d have taken her up on this train dodging challenge but there was no track in sight. He was filled with an extreme thirst for danger, a heightened sense of power and an urgent desire to kiss her. After all, kissing a stranger was a recent addition to his list. Celia would probably slap him but he was okay with that. Her lips were inviting, pouty, hiding some deep dark secret. He took a nervous breath, ready to move in for the kill, prepared for the slap that would surely follow. Before he could muster the courage to actually move his face, the opportunity passed when the underwater lights turned on, reflecting an aqua glow on their faces.

Celia’s eyes fixed on something at the bottom of the pool. She said, “Do you see that?”

He glanced to where her vision was focused so intently, a faint crack at the bottom. Nick cocked his head to the side and shrugged. Before he could deflate her hopes by saying, “It’s probably nothing,” she was on her feet, pulling her sundress over her head. His lips parted in astonishment as she dove in the pool wearing her mismatched underwear, swimming straight down like a mermaid. A wrinkle divided his forehead. “Holy moley,” he mumbled, scratching his cheek, bewildered and amused, scanning the balconies to see if anyone else was watching this.

Once she broke the surface, she pushed the dark hair out of her face and swam towards Nick. Her grin revealed the dive had been successful. She placed the sunken treasure on his knee, a silver chain. Celia’s wet, black hair looked seal-like.

“It’s warm. You should get in,” she suggested, slapping the water as an invitation.

“I can’t.”

“Why not? Can you swim?”

“Of course I can. But…I…no thanks.”

“You’re no fun,” she mocked from across the pool. “So. Is it anything good?”

Nick held up the necklace for a closer inspection while she floated effortlessly like an otter. “It’s Tiffany’s, I think. My cousin Charlotte has this one. She’s spoiled rotten.”

“Is it expensive?”

“Yeah. Probably. Charlotte drives a BMW and she’s only sixteen.”

“Brat,” Celia huffed. “Take it. Do you have a girlfriend who’d wear it?”

“No. Besides, you found it. It’s your treasure now.”

Celia did a graceful spin in the water and gloated, “I am famous for finding treasure.”

“Oh yeah?” he asked, “Like what? What else have you found?”

“Found a watch last week, it was ugly as hell but I got twenty bucks for it at a pawnshop. I find books everywhere I go, all kinds of books. Today in the lobby I found a copy of Where the Wild Things Are. You know it?”

“Sure.”

“A few plot holes if you ask me,” she grinned, paddling towards the ladder. “Yesterday I came across a romance novel at a bus stop. The story was pretty graphic actually, made me blush,” she confessed, getting out of the pool, making Nick blush at the sight of her dripping water from every surface of her body. His eyes didn’t know where to look so he turned his head the other way, uncomfortable with her scantily clad state.

“Nothing you haven’t seen before, right Tom?” she playfully reminded him, grabbing a towel from the stack and her dry sundress.

“I didn’t mean to…I said I was sorry,” Nick offered.

“It’s fine. Just messin’ with ya.”

Horrified and enthralled she was stripping down right there, Nick didn’t dare sneak a peek this time. He heard her underwear fall to the ground. She dried off and changed while Nick’s eyelids remained diligently sealed.

“All done,” she said.

He looked over to the pink pile of cloth as the water rings painted the concrete around them. She scooped up her underwear and hung them on the chair to dry like it was common practice for her. Nick realized her suitcase was nowhere in sight which really meant she wasn’t wearing anything under that blue flowered dress. The hemline had been cut, leading Nick to believe she wasn’t the least bit modest or ashamed of her body. And what a body it was, under just one thin layer of fabric. His teeth clenched down, he cleared his throat and re-focused his stare to the water, trying to keep his thoughts clean. He started reciting the Pledge of Allegiance in his head, a distraction that was failing miserably. Celia returned to sit next to Nick on the edge of the pool, just a little closer than before.

For lack of anything better to do, he held up the necklace and let the moonlight twinkle against the metal. She looped her finger through the chain, accepting it from him, then put it around her slender neck. The silver charm glistened on her wet chest. The last few water droplets were diamonds set perfectly on her flesh. Her hair dripped down her back, turning the pale blue fabric to cobalt in uneven tie-dye patterns. Sensing his anxiety, she followed his hesitant eyes to where they absentmindedly locked on her knees. She leaned back to give him a better view. Nick’s breath turned shallow when he realized she was actually letting him look, that she wanted him to. He was terrified of this girl beside him.

Slowly, she crept towards him, her lips aligned for a kiss. When she got within an inch of his mouth, she whispered, “Do I make you nervous?”

“A little,” he lied, his voice was practically mute. He watched her dark eyes, wondering what would happen next, silently begging her to close the gap. He could have grabbed her head and pulled her in, but he was far more interested in letting her do this on her terms, as unexpected as they might be.

“Would you like to kiss me, nervous Nick?” she asked, creeping just a hair closer.

He nodded his head, enthralled at her offer. The kiss didn’t last long but three slow sweeps of her tongue were enough to make sparks fly. Enough sparks to start a forest fire. That was what he was supposed to feel. That was a real kiss. The handful of kisses he’d had with girls back home thanks to Spin the Bottle, left him uninspired, but Celia set his mouth ablaze.

She pulled back to purr, “You taste like Christmas.”

Nick didn’t reply, instead he found the nerve to go for another kiss, pushing his cinnamon gum to his rear molar for safekeeping. The adrenaline rush was incredible. Now, with her tongue soaking his mouth with courage, he was ready to dodge a train, play Russian roulette, or jump off a bridge. Whatever. He was invincible. Some chemical in her saliva made him want to smash things. Nick could taste her dangerous life, sweet and spicy on his boring palate.

Her fingertips danced over his wrist, her nose sent gentle wisps of air across his cheek. This fairly innocent affection between them disappeared into thin air, completely incinerated, when she picked up his hand and set it down on her thigh. Nick pulled away from her mouth, startled. He exhaled a nervous breath and asked, “What’re you doing?” A horrified expression was stuck on his face like she was going to chop off his fingers one by one between her legs.

Celia offered no explanation for her bold advances. She guided his hand deliberately. This girl was bad news, something wasn’t right about her, and this, what she was letting him do, what she was offering, it wasn’t right either, but Nick didn’t dwell on that too much. It may not have felt right but it certainly felt good, like unexpected victories often do.

“Holey moley,” Nick exhaled, his heart working overtime, thumping fear and amazement from head to toe. Never in a million years did he expect something like this to happen. She’d granted him access to a place he hadn’t had time to imagine yet.

How she got to be hovering over him, fiddling with his zipper, in only a matter of minutes after that first kiss, was something Nick couldn’t explain. He was already under her spell, his judgment beyond impaired, his abundance of commonsense lost with no hope or desire of being found. She was leading the way and he was so caught up in this blur of new things, this rush of sensations, that he could barely pull away to say, “Wait.” He glanced around at the balconies, knowing none of this was private. “Wait,” he panted again, closing his eyes, getting his bearings. “Wait. Wait. Uh. Um…maybe…holy moley.”

Annoyed, Celia asked, “Do you want this or not?”

No. Yes. No. He wasn’t sure. He was a planner, and this wasn’t planned at all. He couldn’t think straight, he couldn’t possibly go through with something this risky, this wild, but he couldn’t exactly say no either. “Uh. I…um…I do…but we…we just met. We don’t really know each other. Are you sure you want to?” All that was to buy him time to decide if he should tell her he’d never done this before.

“The fact that I don’t know you is what makes this fun. Don’t you think?”

“Uh. Yeah. I guess so.” In truth, he thought it might be more scary than fun.

After a long pause, Celia finished unzipping. “You ready?” she asked.

Nick replied with pleading eyes, an it’s-now-or-never smile, and nodded.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” she whispered. Her palm was open, waiting. It took him a dumbfounded second to realize what she was asking for.

“I don’t have one,” he said with regret and relief, staring at her empty hand.

“You’re not much of a Boy Scout, huh?”

“I…I can get one.”

“Then go,” she spoke dryly. “You better hurry back or I’m gonna find someone else to finish what you started,” she spoke playfully into his ear.

As Nick stood up he was tempted to say, “I’m not the one who started it” but he thought that might come across as immature. There was no room for such remarks.

Nick walked hurriedly towards the motel room. His walk turned into a jog, his jog evolved into a sprint. This was a life or death mission, he needed to get the critical item from his father’s shaving kit and return to Celia before this extraordinary opportunity vanished. Nick wasn’t prepared. There was no way he could have guessed he’d lose his virginity to a gorgeous girl like Celia on the eve of his grandmother’s funeral. None of it made sense but he was fairly certain this would be the best night of his predictable life, the start of something bigger and better. It was a dangerous thing to do, have sex with a strange girl by the pool, but it was bound to be a thrill. His pathetic anxieties were nowhere in sight. This was going to be the best mistake of his life.

He took a deep breath and opened the door to the room, hoping his parents were asleep so he could get what he needed and get out without wasting precious time. His father was sawing logs already but his mother was reading some book about raising teenagers by the bedside lamp. “Hey sweetie. You okay?” his mom asked, peering beyond her reading glasses.

“Hi,” Nick squeaked, making a beeline towards the bathroom.

“Honey…your fly’s down.”

He grinned as if it was all a big joke, then closed the bathroom door behind him. Nick rooted around his father’s shaving kit with clumsy speed and uncoordinated energy, emerging with a strip of six condoms. For fear of wasting significant seconds, he shoved the whole strip in his pocket and left the bathroom.

“Where’re you going?” his mom asked, once it was clear he was heading back out.

The brief conversation seemed to go on for hours. Nick fabricated an excuse for his exit, one he knew his over-protective mother would accept. Amy didn’t understand she was holding him up, that he was going to become a real man in only a matter of minutes. Nick let her talk but he wasn’t listening. In his head he chanted, “Please shut up mom, please shut up mom, I’m about to get laid, please shut up mom.”

As he raced back to the pool, his heart sank. She was gone. Celia, this dream girl who was making promises with her kisses, just stood him up. Nick scanned around the pool area, defeated. He went so far as to kick a chaise lounge and say, “Thanks a lot, mom.” His hope returned when he saw the door to the utility shack propped open, a sliver of green light luring him inside.

Once he crossed the threshold, he felt light headed. In front of him stood Celia, holding several towels, finishing up her nesting duties. She’d laid them out to make a bed of sorts, a place suitable for sex. She held out her hand asking for his hall pass. He pulled the strip of condoms from his pocket, bowing his head slightly like he was making an offering to a deity.

“Ambitious,” she teased, tearing one off.

Before he could explain that he just grabbed them, that he wasn’t expecting to have sex six times like some greedy fool, she pulled the dress over her head and stood completely naked, lit by the green light above the door and nothing else. Nick tightened his jaw and took a heavy swallow. He could hear his own shaky breathing and wondered if she could hear it too.

With one hand brushing her wet stringy hair from her cheek, she said, “Your turn.”



Chapter 3

Having vivid flashbacks of the encounter the night before was a strange contrast to the funeral occurring around him now. Nick closed his sleepy eyes, forgoing the smell of lilies for his recollection of Celia’s intoxicating scent. She smelled like a suntan, like chlorine, like sweet almond soap. Her aroma would be forever associated with sex. He tuned out the raspy voice of the pastor, trading words about heaven for the heavenly echo of Celia’s breathing, her quiet gasps, her skin brushing against his. Recalling those glorious details got Nick’s heart rate elevated. He was slipping back into the dream he’d lived through only hours ago, though in reality he was sitting between his parents on a hard wooden pew in a chapel with 1970-something décor and his grandmother’s casket in front of him. It was a weird and wonderful way to feel in such a place at such a time, but the memory of Celia was winning control of his mind and body, hands down. He was still under her spell, drunk on sex, ignoring the traces of guilt.

Nick ran his fingers through his short hair, down the back of his neck, like Celia had done. He touched his lips, remembering what hers felt like clinging to his, soft and warm. The taste of her kisses was still on his tongue, making him thirsty. Nick discreetly hugged himself, wrapping his hands around to feel the sore spot under his shoulder blade where her nails dug into his flesh during a reckless moment of ecstasy. Of course he didn’t mind the residual pain now. It was a badge of honor, letting him know he did something right.

He forced a sober expression and kept his face aimed at the floor, praying nobody was onto his ill-timed daydream. It wasn’t just a dream. The whole thing had been an extraordinary learning experience, a crash course in the crazy-hot world of sex. Nick had always been an adept student, racking up several college scholarships in his senior year, but being with a beautiful woman was a whole different lesson. He paid close attention and crammed every motion and reaction into his mind as though this was the most important test he’d ever take.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
gfg

SARAH MANI)Ell
(/l ntreed Rcacls





