














Praise for Boop and Eve’s Road Trip
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—T. Greenwood, award-winning author of Keeping Lucy and Rust & Stardust


“Debut author Mary Helen Sheriff has woven a contemporary, heartwarming saga about women, for women. Peppered with surprises and humor, her story follows three generations of a dysfunctional family through their hurt, anger, and regret toward reconciliation and hope.”


—Pam Webber, best-selling author of The Wiregrass and Moon Water
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CHAPTER 1


Boop loved her daughter to the moon and back, but Justine had a way of sucking the joy out of a room faster than a vampire bat. When she’d invited herself and Eve to Christmas at Boop’s condo in Florida, Boop could hardly say no. She was grateful for any morsel of affection Justine threw her way, and she jumped on any chance to protect her granddaughter, Eve, from Justine’s barbed tongue.


“So you signed up for Textiles 1 next semester?” Justine asked Eve. As Justine passed the scalloped oysters, Boop couldn’t help but admire her manicure. Boop’s own nails were more ripped than wrapping paper on Christmas morning.


“Yeah. It sounds awesome. The professor is supposed to be cool.” Eve’s slight gasp and ducked chin prior to her breezy response suggested a tension that confused Boop.


“That’s nice.” Justine widened her smile and batted her eyelashes, conveying, in her own way, quite the opposite. “Only, don’t you think it’s missing the point?”


Eve’s entire body tightened, as if preparing for a pummeling. “What do you mean?”


The hairs on Boop’s arms tingled.


“What kind of job could you possibly get with that? Laundress, tanner, knitter? Oh, I know—maybe you could work in a fabric store and teach sewing classes.” Justine took a sip of water. No fattening eggnog for her. “You should be focusing on taking courses that will help you get into medical school.”


With all the sneer in Justine’s voice, Boop wondered if she’d gotten the words “fabric store” and “whorehouse” muddled up. Justine’s tunnel vision around Eve’s attending medical school was borderline obsessive-compulsive. Medical school was Justine’s unrealized dream, and she made no bones about blaming Boop and Tommy for their failure to support her and push her toward success. Boop couldn’t argue with that. They’d been lousy parents.


No one would ever accuse Justine of not pushing Eve. As for supporting her—let’s just say Boop and Justine had vastly different definitions of “support.”


Since the relationship between Boop and Justine was perilous on the best of days, Boop avoided conflict when she could. Occasional light meddling for Eve’s sake was the exception. “I reckon studying art makes a girl well-rounded. Justine, this here corn pudding is the best corn pudding I ever ate. How do you do it?”


Justine ignored the blatant attempt to change the subject. “Well-rounded? Bah! Says the lady who got her MRS degree and hasn’t worked a day in her life.” She scraped the marshmallows off her sweet potatoes, leaving the butchered white goodness behind like a sacrificial lamb.


“Life was different then,” Boop muttered. She scanned the row of birdhouses hanging from the railings of the stairway in search of the comfort they sometimes brought her.


“Boondoggles about scraps of cloth won’t pay the bills.”


Boop pulled her eyes from the birdhouses to see how Eve was faring and found her slumped in her chair like thirsty edelweiss. Her gray dress the same shade as its silvery leaves, her skin its flowers. What Boop wouldn’t give to fertilize her granddaughter with a few ounces of gumption. How Eve was going to get through life in one piece, Boop did not know, but then Boop hadn’t exactly managed that feat either. In her case, the strength had only come after breaking and breaking and breaking. Since Justine had wrapped Eve’s childhood in Bubble Wrap, Eve was quite intact. For Justine, this was a point of pride, but it troubled Boop.


Justine had even managed to send Eve “away” to a college a hop, skip, and a jump from Boop. Not that Boop minded having Eve nearby. She loved it, but still she worried her presence was holding Eve back from the proper rite-of-passage that college life should be.


“Never you fear, I’ve taken care of it,” Justine said.


“You what?” Eve asked.


“I spoke with Bess, and she agreed to move you into Biology 102. You’ll have to call and confirm of course.” Bess was Eve’s dean. Justine and Bess were on a first name basis because Bess’s brother was also Justine’s boss Trevor. This relationship allowed Justine to micromanage Eve from afar. “What were you thinking, leaving that off your schedule?”


“I just wanted a break. That’s all.”


“Perhaps it has something to do with the B you got in lab?” Justine’s tone was casual, but the savagery in her bite of green beans sent an altogether different message—one of predator and prey. “Bess had a talk with the TA who runs your lab—Rob something or other. He said you let your lab partner do all the work.”


“Well, I—”


“He also mentioned that your lab partner was a boy.” Justine sliced her roast beef with the precision of a surgeon.


Boop wondered how on earth she was going to derail this conversation with an adversary like Justine.


“Yeah, so?” Eve took a swig of eggnog and then wiped the corners of her mouth with the back of her hand.


Justine flinched at Eve’s bad manners but refused to let them throw her off her game. “I’m just wondering if this boy is too distracting.”


Desperate to change the subject to a more pleasant topic, any more pleasant topic, Boop clapped her hands. “Hot diggity dog! I am all ears.”


“Tim’s not interested in me.” Eve scattered her peas around her plate.


“Any boy worth his salt would snap you up quicker than an alligator,” said Boop. And really, Eve’s pale skin, dark hair, and green eyes were a stunning mix. She was a looker all right, and sweet, and smart. A real catch, if you asked Boop.


“Alligator is right. Finish college first.” Justine jabbed her fork in the direction of Eve’s peas.


“No worries there.” Eve stuffed a forkful of peas in her mouth and washed them down with another swig of eggnog.


Boop kicked herself for forgetting Eve’s aversion to peas.


Justine lowered her accusing fork. “Hmm. You also got a B in swimming.”


“That’s ridiculous! I missed class twice, and she took me down a letter grade.”


“Then you shouldn’t have missed class.”


“I wasn’t feeling well.”


Staring down at the storm on Eve’s plate, complete with mashed-potato clouds darkened with gravy, raindrop peas, and green bean lightning bolts, Boop reflected that food was an underrated artistic medium. Indeed, a storm was brewing, and Boop would have to move quickly to blow it off course.


“Did you tell your instructor that?” asked Justine.


“Yeah, but she said without a doctor’s note she wouldn’t excuse it.”


“Why didn’t you get a doctor’s note?” Justine used the corner of her cloth napkin to dab away some minute crumb that no else could see. Somehow her crimson lipstick still managed to look pristine.


Eve licked her eggnog-smeared lips. “Because I don’t go to the doctor for my period, but I do miss swimming for it.”


“Humph. I’ll get this cleared up. You two keep enjoying your meal.” Justine stood, picked up her plate, and strode to the kitchen sink. “A mother’s work is never done.” She turned on the faucet.


The sound of running water cut through their conversation. Boop let out a deep breath, grateful for the reprieve.


“Do I smell gingerbread cookies?” Eve asked Boop.


“Yep. I found my grandma’s old recipe,” replied Boop. “I’ve got such fond memories of her baking them at Christmastime every year. I sure do hope they taste as good as I remember—I’m not the baker she was, that’s for sure.”


“They’ll be awesome.”


Boop glowed under Eve’s loyalty. She might’ve failed at motherhood, but she was doing an okay job at this grandmother gig.


“How’s that roommate of yours?” Boop asked.


“Carrie’s great.”


“You two getting along?” Justine asked over her shoulder.


“Yep. We’re actually becoming pretty good friends.”


“And how’s Ally?” Boop asked. Ally was Boop’s great-niece, but also Eve’s best friend. She’d moved out to LA a few months before, chasing after the lights of Hollywood.


“She found some top agent, and they’re dating. She sounds thrilled. Seems like everything is falling into place for her,” Eve said.


“I’ll be a monkey’s uncle!” Boop said.


Justine smirked. “She’s dating her agent? Mixing business and pleasure? Not smart.”


“Pot and kettle,” Boop muttered under her breath.


Eve winked at her. Justine was having an unsuitable relationship with her married boss. Boop and Eve generally pretended not to notice but had upon occasion speculated on the details—out of Justine’s earshot, of course.


“Ally’s a grown-up. I suppose she’ll learn. Now, back to you, Eve. I have to admit, I’m concerned—two B’s your first semester does not a valedictorian make.”


Boop groaned, were they back to this? By golly, Justine was the walking definition of “funsponge.”


Eve’s face flushed. “I’ll do better.”


Justine turned off the faucet and spun to give Eve her full attention. “I imagine you will, but I’ve been giving it some thought, and I believe your little alteration business is too distracting.” Eve had been taking in clothing alterations for years to earn some pocket money, impressing Boop with both her sewing skills and entrepreneurial spirit.


“No, it’s not that.” Eve chewed on her thumbnail. “Really.”


“I’m going to have to insist that you put an end to this hobby. Get your fingers out of your mouth.”


Eve stuffed her hands under her bottom. “Mo-om.”


“Mom nothing. I’m dropping off your sewing machine at Goodwill before I leave.”


“But I bought Heathcliff with my allowance.”


“Yes, and you’ve abused that privilege.” After wiping her hands on a mistletoe dish towel, Justine grabbed the aluminum foil to cover the leftovers. “For God’s sake, who names a sewing machine? Your priorities are all mixed up. It’s time you got them straight.”


Eve’s eyes welled with tears. Trembling, she whispered, “Please.”


“Don’t make this any harder.”


Boop cleared her throat. “How about you let me have it?”


“What?” Justine and Eve’s voices came together.


The scent of burnt gingerbread drifted from the oven. “Oh!” Boop popped out of her seat and rushed to check the cookies. “Dang it, I forgot to set the timer.” She stooped to pull the pan from the oven. The gingerbread was much too dark.


Boop squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t even make cookies without burning them. How the hell would she ever manage to make her family right?


“They’ll be delicious,” Eve tried to reassure her.


Justine’s raised eyebrows made her opinion clear, but at least she had the grace to keep her trap shut for once.


Boop set the cookies down to cool and flashed Eve a smile of gratitude. “I want to make some new curtains and a throw pillow. I can use Eve’s machine, and then when she pulls her grades back up, she can have it back. Win-win.”


Justine raked her eyes over Boop. “Fine.”


Boop slid three, still-warm cookies from the pan onto a plate for each of them.


“No, thanks,” Justine said.


“I guess they are a little overcooked.” Frowning, Boop looked down at the cookies. “You don’t have to eat one, Eve.”


“Of course, I will.” Eve took a bite. “Yum.”


“You think? Even though it’s burnt?”


“I like marshmallows burnt, so why not gingerbread?”


Boop popped a cookie in her mouth. It tasted worse than the paper the recipe was written on. Eve had perfectly functional taste buds, so there was no way she thought the cookies were even edible. Boop wanted nothing more than to swallow Eve in a big old hug. Instead, she took another bite of her cookie. “Mmmm. Mm.” If Eve was game to play along, there was no way Boop was giving Justine the satisfaction of admitting the cookies were a disaster.


She and Eve were a team.


“Why don’t we do gifts now? Eve, do you still want to give yours first?” Justine asked.


“I guess.” Eve approached the presents as if they might bite, and then handed Boop her gift with a trembling hand.


Boop found her nervousness odd. Not one to bother with precision unwrapping, she had hers open first. “A cover-up! I love it!”


Eve had clearly put real time and thought into choosing this gift. It was a nice quality too; Boop hoped she hadn’t broken the bank to pay for it. She threw it on over her green pants and red blouse. “It fits just right! It even matches my favorite bathing suit. This is terrific. Thanks, Eve! Don’t you just adore it, Justine?”


“It’s nice.” Although Justine barely gave it glance, as she finished sliding her fingers through the tape holding her box together. After opening the tissue paper, she unfolded a garment and held it up. “It’s a dress. Thanks.”


“Do you like it?” Eve asked.


“It’s nice.” Justine fingered the label. “What’s this brand?”


Eve shrugged.


“Backstitch. I’ve never heard of it. I guess you picked it up at one of those discount stores.” Justine smirked. “My daughter’s so thrifty.”


Why did Justine have to be so dang uppity?


“It’s a nice quality, Mom. Look at the stitching and feel the fabric.”


“I’m sure it is.” But Justine didn’t bother to do either. Instead, she refolded the dress and put it back in the box.


Eve’s shoulders slumped, and she stared at the ground.


More than anything Boop wanted to light a spark under Eve, encourage her to push back against Justine, but Boop didn’t play with fire lightly. Not anymore.





CHAPTER 2


Without Heathcliff, Eve worried she was nothing more than an ordinary girl trapped in a life of her mom’s design. Except her mom was perfect, and her mom loved her, so it stood to reason that her design for Eve’s life would be masterful. Eve knew she should embrace it. Her attempts to do otherwise always backfired.


Eve packed the dismantled dress form into her footlocker. Her mom thought her little alteration business was the distraction, but that business was a mere cover for the real distraction. The real distraction was that Eve had dreams. Big, secret dreams that did not include medical school, biology labs, aborting frog eggs, and measuring pig intestines. Eve had dreams of becoming a world-famous fashion designer.


The sketchbook that contained the drawings of her Christmas gift to her mom was stuffed in at such an awkward angle Eve had trouble closing the lid of the trunk. She shoved at it to no avail. One of the aspects that drew Eve to the world of fashion was its ability to express something of the wearer without the wearer even realizing what they were expressing. Eve herself had no desire to drape her insides on her outside, hence her typical uniform of black tank top, jeans, and flip-flops. But her mom and Boop had no such qualms, so hours had gone into attempting to capture their personalities and style. At last, she was able to push the sketchbook into alignment with the others and close the trunk.


Eve had made a deal with herself. If they had loved the gifts, then Eve would have shared her aspirations with them. She’d prayed that once her mom saw how talented Eve was, she’d be supportive, excited even. Eve should’ve known better. After her fledgling artist of a dad had run out on them, her mom had scoffed at anything resembling art. Ironically, Karl would never consider fashion design real art anyway.


Eve folded up her ironing board and slid it behind her dresser. The demolition of her sewing studio made their tiny dorm room feel much bigger. When she got back from class, Carrie would be thrilled. Even she didn’t know about Eve’s dreams. She, too, had been hoodwinked by the little alteration business illusion. Ally was the only person who knew about Backstitch. She’d even worn a bunch of Eve’s designs.


With Heathcliff, Eve created magic, but magic was for children. It was time to grow up, to set aside her childish dreams. She snapped the case of her sewing machine shut with a finality that sent shudders down her spine.


Eve wandered over to Carrie’s half of the room to look through her inventory of essential oils for one that might induce courage.


“Sandalwood: fights feelings of fear and dread.” Now where was that diffuser?




Eve: Going to ask Tim out today


Eve: Wish me luck


Eve: Luck?


Eve: Ally?





Eve served her prison sentence in Biology 102, grateful that at least Tim had agreed to be her lab partner again. The reek of formaldehyde was so foul Eve had worn a mask to the previous dissections. This morning, though, she’d put on makeup (for once), which would have been made pointless if a mask covered half of her face, especially given the super attractive science goggles already covering the other half. Safety goggles were a ridiculous lab requirement. Were they afraid the pigs would come to life and gouge her eyes out? Yet another example of adults and their misguided overprotection.


Everyone said she’d get used to the smell after a few minutes, but Eve had yet to move past the nauseous stage.


Tim rolled his eyes toward the corner where several girls in form-fitting shirts with plunging necklines were squealing and prancing around like piglets themselves.


But when Eve examined the real pig strapped to the tray in front of her, thoughts of silly girls and dancing piglets vanished completely. The pig was small. Fetal. Its skin a paler and tanner version of pink than the one she’d used in her childhood coloring books. Funny, how we simplify everything as children, even colors. Eve would’ve given a great deal to be able to color her world with a box of sixteen crayons again (though perhaps not her designs).


Tim’s gloved hand sliced from the throat to the umbilicus.


Eve locked her gaze safely on the lab book. Her hands shook. Partly because, well, blood and guts, and partly because today was the day. The day everything would change. The day Eve would take control of her life and ask a boy out. Ask Tim out. In spite of her mom; in spite of her own terror. She couldn’t wait to report back to Ally. They hadn’t talked in two weeks—practically forever. Wouldn’t she be shocked? And proud?


Tim exclaimed over the pig’s scrotum.


Eve followed his pointing finger and instantly regretted the tater tots, Lucky Charms, and Devil’s Mess she’d had for breakfast.


Tim folded back the skin and muscle to reveal its gummy internal organs—the stomach, the intestines, the liver. …


Eve swallowed down the stomach acid leaking into her mouth. She needed to stop watching but couldn’t seem to help herself. The combination of “peer-through-fingers-while-watching-horror-movie” syndrome and Tim—with his cute chin dimple and streak of bleached hair on his otherwise dark head—was irresistible.


Did Tim find her irresistible? When she asked if he wanted to grab a coffee with her after class, would he jump at the chance? Maybe he’d been trying to find the nerve to ask her out. Just last week he’d mentioned being interested in someone, and he’d said it with heavy significance—as if the “someone” was actually her. Then, yesterday, he’d referred to her as a “babe.” Not Eve’s favorite word but, coming from Tim, she’d take it. So today was the day.


Tim held up the pig to drain its bodily fluids.


Eve’s stomach rumbled.


Now. She’d do it now. She crossed her gloved fingers. And opened her mouth.


He turned on the faucet to rinse out the body cavity, and that’s when it happened. That’s when he sprang it on her.


“So … I’ve got something I want to talk to you about.”


Eve blushed. Was he going to do it? Then she’d be off the hook. A wave of relief washed over her, but Eve was surprised to note a twinge of disappointment too—now she’d never know if she could’ve screwed up the courage. Whatever—was she crazy? Tim was about to ask her out, and she was worried about tests of courage?


“I’ve been wanting to talk to you for a long time, but I couldn’t find the guts.” He held up the dead pig when he said “guts” and wiggled his eyebrows at his cleverness.


Eve gave him an encouraging smile. Her heart raced, preparing for one of those moments.


“I’m pleased to announce,” he drummed his stained gloved fingers on the lab table’s edge, “that Carrie and I are a couple.”


“Wait. What?”


“I know right? Crazy. She wanted to be the one to tell you, but we flipped for it, and I won. Isn’t it awesome?”


How could Carrie do this to her? They were friends. Roommates. But then Carrie didn’t know about Eve’s crush, did she? Damn! Why hadn’t Eve confided in her?


The smile on Eve’s face froze in place like a clown’s. “Awesome. Right.” She blinked, glad now for the goggles. Sweat broke out on her forehead. They were wrong—she wasn’t getting used to the smell.


Tim offered Eve the scissors. Without giving it any thought, she took them, and snipped. The bone crunched. Eve ran to the trashcan and said hello to her breakfast for the second time that day.


“Oh, gross!” the girl nearest Eve said.


Eve could feel the eyes of the whole lab drilling into her hunched back.


Tim’s voice came from behind. “You okay? Why didn’t you say something?”


“Leave a message after the beep.”


Beep.


“Ally! I blew it. Tim is dating Carrie now. Can you believe it? I’m so upset. Call me.”


Two weeks later, outside a frat house, Eve was almost certain that the gold tooth flashing from the fratboy’s mouth was part of his pimp costume. Nevertheless, if it were possible to catch an STD from a glance, then this guy would’ve just given Eve chlamydia. Carrie had persuaded Eve to borrow an outfit for the party—black leather skirt, fishnets, bodice trimmed in rhinestones. “Pimps and Hos” was the unfortunate party theme.


“What’s up? You hos on the list?”


List?


When Carrie first mentioned going to the party, Eve had shot down the idea. However, Eve was trying hard not to let on to Carrie how much her new relationship with Tim had crushed her. After all, Carrie hadn’t known anything about Eve’s feelings, and that was on Eve. Eve had no one to blame for her pathetic life except herself—and maybe her mom. Perhaps the answer lay in doing the opposite of her instincts and ignoring her mom’s dictates. Tonight, Eve would be reborn as a Party Girl.


As ten o’clock crept closer, reality crept in. Eve was a frat party virgin; she’d never even been to a keg party. She wouldn’t know a soul there except Carrie and Tim, who’d probably spend the evening making out in front of her.


Eve tried to squirm out of the whole thing, but Carrie wouldn’t let her. Trussed up like sluts, they walked the streets. Eve channeled inner catcalls: Hey beautiful. Damn girl. You’re all grown up. Look at you. Miss Independent. Only the voice in her head was this insincere breathy voice, so the talk came off more taunt than pep.


The guy at the door had mentioned a list. What list?


“Carrie Jamison, Tim put me on it.”


Eve nipped the chipped fingernail on her pinky, worried (hoping?) that Carrie’s name wouldn’t be on this magic list.


The pimp at the door gazed into a binder. “Right here. Got you. And your friend?”


Carrie slung her arm over Eve’s shoulder. “She’s with me.” Only that was wrong because Carrie was with Tim, which made being with Eve a conflict of interest.


Would the guy turn Eve away? Rejection. A whole new meaning to the walk of shame.


“That’s cool.”


They’d breached the door. The first battle won, but that only left Eve with the rest of the evening to fight through. An early defeat might have sent her home embarrassed, but it would’ve been far easier than this party was going to be. Carrie grabbed Eve’s elbow and drew her inside where it was dark except for a strobe light, and the music was way too loud. Carrie pulled out her cell phone to snap a picture of the two of them, no doubt announcing their status on some social-media site. Eve reminded Carrie not to tag her in the picture—her mom would murder her if she saw Eve in this ho get-up.


Eve’s eyes and ears had barely adapted when Carrie dragged her to a clump of guys surrounding a giant trashcan in the corner. One of the guys stirred a green drink with an oar. Eve wondered if it was the same liquid that scarred the Joker.


A boy slurred in Eve’s ear, “Swamp Frog.”


Eve winced at the surprise invasion of her personal space, but the boy was too drunk to notice.


Carrie handed her a red Dixie cup filled with the green punch that tasted like lemonade. Maybe it would give her superpowers—Party Girl powers.


The wet-breath boy was back in her ear, “Wanna dance?”


Eve shrugged and took another sip. Carrie winked and gave her a gentle nudge toward the dance floor.


Under no illusion that she had any dancing talent, Eve shifted from foot to foot and swung her arms and hips around. Ally always said she was too stiff. Back when Ally used to talk to her. Eve was grateful for the Swamp Frog and the strobe light, which pretty much made every dance move look cool.


The room wasn’t big enough for the swarm of moving, sweaty people packed inside. Somebody jostled Eve’s elbow, and punch sloshed on her hand and the floor. It occurred to Eve that she’d better chug before more of her precious resource was lost.


Wet Breath ordered some passing cloaked dude to get Eve a refill. “Pledge,” he explained as he pulled her close. Like close. Like she could tell he was hard close. Eve searched for Carrie, planning to flash her a nonverbal, “Rescue me.” When she finally spotted her in the corner, she wished she hadn’t. Tim had arrived, and they were busy grinding into each other, making Eve want to hurl all over again.


The pledge delivered Eve’s second drink. Eve chugged it down, forced a smile, and asked for another. Someone bumped her from behind. She peeked over her shoulder to discover, a sloppy, fat drunk boy leering at her. He pushed his body against her back and whispered in her ear, “Tasty sandwich.”


Eve’s face lit up with shock, and the boy laughed but backed off her behind. Since the pledge hadn’t returned, Eve took a sip of Wet Breath’s drink, noting that the punch must not have much liquor in it since she couldn’t taste it and still felt horribly sober.


The dance floor smelled like a locker room. Eve’s leather clothes stuck to her skin. Overcome by heat and sweat, she yelled to Wet Breath, “I’m going outside for some air!”


“Sweet Home Alabama” kicked on. “I love this song!” he said, spit flying.


“You should stay.”


“You sure?”


“It’s all good.”


“What?”


Eve flashed him a lame thumbs-up. Then she weaved through the soft-porn movie set to make her way to the deck. Afraid he might change his mind and follow her, she didn’t dare check behind her until she made it outside. The coast was clear.


The muggy Florida air provided little relief, but at least there was a light breeze coming off the ocean. Carrie’s hooker boots pinched Eve’s feet. Since all the lawn chairs were taken, Eve climbed the rickety railing to perch herself on top. Whoa! Not as graceful as she’d have wished. Maybe the liquor was kicking in after all. That’s what Eve needed—more Swamp Frog.


Most of the smokers had found their way to the deck. A blast of their secondhand smoke sent her into a coughing fit. When she slid to the left, trying to get out of its stream, her fishnets ripped on a splinter. Crap.


From across the deck, a guy with shaggy hair caught her eye. For the most part, he looked like every other guy there—tan, blonde, and wiry. Eve’s dark hair and pale skin made her practically exotic in this surf town. The chest hair creeping from the V in his T-shirt and the stubble on his chin, though, gave him a potency that most college guys lacked.


Don’t come over. Don’t come over. He was hot and all, but what could they possibly have to talk about? Suddenly, the dance floor seemed much safer.


Like cornered prey, Eve watched him approach. He was carrying two shots garnished with limes (awfully fancy given the shithole in which they found themselves) and a shaker of salt. Must be tequila. Eve hadn’t ever had tequila, and rumor said it was nasty, but then there was that song about tequila making clothes fall off. Eve suspected if it had that kind of power guys wouldn’t care too much about how it tasted.


“Hey, you want a shot?”


Not really. But tonight she was Party Girl, and Party Girl did the opposite of Eve, so, “I guess.” Scrambling to remember what she’d seen in movies about taking this shot, she reached for the shaker of salt.


He plucked it away. “We do it a little different around here.”


“Oh?”


“Here, I’ll go first.” He gathered her hair off her neck.


Eve closed her eyes in relief as the breeze cooled the sheen of sweat. But they flew open when she felt his tongue on her collarbone.


He sprinkled salt on the wet spot and then licked it off.


Eve’s eyes widened.


He tossed back the shot. “Open your mouth.”


Eve’s brain must’ve been functioning a few steps behind her body because she obeyed.


He stuffed a slice of lime, fruit side out, and then bent to suck it while she held it with her teeth. He flashed her a wolfish grin.


What nice teeth he had.


“Body shot. Your turn.” He offered her the side of his neck.


Her mouth went dry.


She needed to pee.


She slid off the railing and stumbled into him.


He smelled of leather, salt, and surf wax. He grabbed her arm to steady her. “You okay?”


“Gotta go,” she muttered as she pushed past him. Her head was fuzzy. The punch was working its mojo. She finished off her third cup. Time for a refill. Must pee first. Now if only she knew where the bathroom was. She climbed the stairs. The hazy lighting made everything surreal. At the top of the stairs, she opened the first door. Empty, except for the purple bong in the middle of the floor and the stench of incense. And behind door number—oh wow—naked butt. Note to self: knock first. The third, the bathroom.


The tile floor was caked in black grime from muddy boys’ shoes and mildew. The toilet wasn’t flushed and spots of piss, both fresh and dried, were splattered on the seat. But Eve wasn’t in any position to be picky, so she hovered, and then discovered there was no toilet paper.


She rinsed her hands, no soap, and shook them dryish. She needed to get out of there—the bathroom—the party. All she wanted was a shower.


She marched to the dance floor and found Carrie on a couch lying on a pile of discarded pimp jackets. Tim had his hand under her shirt. Hair tousled and face flushed, Carrie didn’t even notice Eve. She reminded Eve of a contented cat purring with pleasure, and Eve envied her ability to let go, to seize life, to trust. Carrie had everything Eve wanted—fun, confidence, a life, happiness, a normal mom, Tim. Eve fought the temptation to hate her for it, reminding herself that her dysfunction was hardly Carrie’s fault. Still, Tim and Carrie wrapped up in each other was a punch in the gut.


Eve’s head spun. She staggered backward, bumping into a dancing couple, spilling her drink, and weaving toward the floor.


A strong hand gripped her elbow and pulled her upright. “You okay?” It was the guy from the deck, the wolf who’d marked her with his tongue.


Eve nodded.


“You wanna get out of here? Go somewhere quiet. Get to know each other.” He grinned. “I have a room upstairs.”


Eve supposed his smile was intended to be flirtatious, but to her, it appeared predatory. She shook her head no, wanting nothing more than to flee the party, to flee this man, to flee Carrie and Tim. Only Carrie and Tim decided that moment to take a breather and noticed Eve lurking nearby.


“Eve, what’s going on? You okay?” Tim asked, getting to his feet.


“What? Oh. Fine.” Eve leaned against her Wolf, drawing courage from his touch, imagining being wrapped up in his arms—fun, confident, happy, normal. Perhaps the life she wanted was within reach. “We were just headed up.”


“Really?” Carrie’s eyes practically popped out of her head at the un-Eve-like behavior.


“Really.” Eve gave them a Party Girl wink, grabbed the Wolf’s hand, followed him up the stairs, and into his den.


Decorated with empty beer cans, dirty clothes, and posters of half-dressed women, the Wolf’s den was about what Eve expected—until he turned the overhead light off. Then the room was lit with a black light and the walls came alive with fluorescent caveman art.


“Want to leave your mark?” The Wolf offered her a highlighter.


Eve shook her head, having no interest in leaving behind any record of her presence. She’d agreed to come to his room for one reason, and all she wanted was to get it over with.


“C’mon, it’s fun.”


“No, thanks.”


The corners of his lips turned down, and Eve felt as though she’d disappointed him, upset his seduction ritual. He offered a sip from a jug. “How about some moonshine?”


Eve knew better than to deny him a second time, so she took a swig and nearly spat it out. Her eyes watered in the effort to swallow the liquid fire without gagging.


“Good, huh?”


Eve suspected he was making fun of her, but she nodded in agreement. She took another sip to prove how very cool she was. They took turns sipping from the vile jar. Eve’s tongue began to feel thick, and her thoughts dulled, but she hadn’t come for the moonshine.


She chewed on her fingernail, not sure how to move this along. Should she start undressing? Recline on the bed? What would Ally do? Ally always knew how to act in any situation. At least she used to. Back when she returned Eve’s calls.


Thoughts of Ally had no place here. This experience was awkward enough without adding another person to the room, even if she was only in her head.


“So. …” Eve groped for something to say, something clever and sexy, “Do you have a condom?” She clamped her hand over her mouth. That was not what she’d meant to say. She closed her eyes, so she wouldn’t have to see him laugh at her.


Only when she opened them a few seconds later, he wasn’t laughing. Instead, he was holding up a condom, and he looked delighted.


Eve wished she shared his delight. Eve had dreamed that this super, big moment would be the magical stuff of romance novels. She’d placed losing her virginity high on a pedestal. Maybe that was her whole problem. What if the pedestal was making her frigid? Could getting laid free her of all her hang-ups? Could taking control of her body release her from her mom’s domination? Party Girl was going to find out, but she wasn’t delighted about it. She was scared, and drunk, and sad.


The Wolf leaned in to kiss her.


She opened her mouth to accept his tongue. What was his real name? He’d told her. Hadn’t he? Didn’t matter.


His hands stroked her bare shoulders. He pressed into her, and slowly backed her toward the bed. A door slammed somewhere nearby causing Eve to startle, but he didn’t seem to notice. Rather he was busy burrowing his head in her cleavage. For several minutes, he fumbled with the back of the bodice, before finally groaning and pulling back. “Don’t get me wrong. This thing is hot, but how do you get it off?”


Eve turned, so he could see the lacing on her back better. “It’s like a shoelace. Untie the top and then loosen it.”


Eve took a deep breath, trying to relax, trying to enjoy the sensation of his fingers on her back. Once the bodice was loosened, he pulled it off and spun her around so he could take in her bare breasts. She fought the urge to cross her arms and hide them.


He fumbled to unbutton his jeans. In seconds, he stood before her naked. Eve stared down at his penis. She’d never seen one in real life. Never seen one erect. She wasn’t really clear on how it was going to fit.


“How about you take the skirt off?” he asked.


Eve tried to shimmy it off sexily, but the leather was sticky, making it more difficult than it should have been, and the fact that he was watching her made her nervous. At last, though, she stood wearing only a choker, fishnets, and heels. The Wolf looked like he’d discovered an unlocked hen house.


Eve reached over and took a gulp of the moonshine. In her enthusiasm, some splashed on her chin and dripped onto her breast. The Wolf dove in and licked it off, pushing her onto the bed.


He slid her underwear and tights to her knees, then slid his finger inside her. Eve flinched and then relaxed, reminding herself that she wanted this.


“Do you like it?” he asked while he swirled his finger inside her, and Eve found that she did, sort of. She pressed against his hand, craving more, and he complied—moving his fingers faster and deeper until she was squirming beneath him. They were both breathing hard when he paused to slide on the condom. Eve kicked off her shoes and finished removing her stockings and underwear.


Sheathed now, the Wolf returned, stared down at her with hooded eyes and then he rammed inside her. She gasped, pleasure mingling with pain, but he barely noticed her, caught up in his own need. He pumped into her again and again until at last, he relaxed on top of her.


Eve waited underneath him, wondering when the surge of power would transform her. While she waited for her metamorphosis, she distracted herself by reading the writing on the walls: #GOODTIMES #SODRUNK. CALL BRIDGET. SURF’S UP. YOU’RE AT A CARNIVAL, YOU HAVE COTTON CANDY, HOW CAN YOU BE UNHAPPY?


She waited until he finally rolled off her.


“There’s blood everywhere,” he remarked. “Are you having your period?”


Eve’s face turned the color of the blood smeared across her thighs. “No,” she said, holding back tears. She scrambled out of bed. “I gotta go.”


“Okay. …” he sounded surprised, like this wasn’t how things usually went. He’d gotten what he wanted, why did he care if she left?


She squeezed back into the skirt and pulled on the bodice. She couldn’t manage to tie the stupid thing though. The Wolf leaned over and helped her. “You could stay.” He kissed her neck. Eve forced herself not to pull away. It wasn’t this guy’s fault. He didn’t know.


“No.” She struggled with the fishnets, her toes getting caught in holes, then finally gave up and threw them on the floor.


“You want me to walk you home?”


“No,” she practically bit his head off. In a calmer voice, she mumbled, “Thanks though.”


“Maybe we can get together some other time.”


So he could fuck her again? “Yeah sure. That’d be great,” Eve tried to force enthusiasm into her voice, tried to act like this was normal, like she was normal.


He handed her his phone. “Here. Why don’t you give me your number?”


Eve narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s my name?”


“Uh.” He had the grace to blush. “We never got around to …”


She tossed his phone back at him. “See you around.” And she went home to finally take that shower. As if it could wash away this mistake as easily as her blood.


Where is @allysunshinegirl? #bigstuffbrewing #callme





CHAPTER 3


To: ald2@mail.com


From: seams274@mail.com


Date: March 5 2:42 a.m.


Subject: Call me


Dear Ally,


Is everything okay? Are you mad at me? I don’t know whether to be worried about you or worried about us, so I guess I’ll worry about both. We’ve never gone more than a week without talking before. It’s been over two months! Argh!!! I miss you! Your voicemail box is full—probably all messages from me. I’ve tried texting you, emailing you, messaging you, tweeting you, Snapchatting you … nothing. In a world with so many ways to connect, how can we be so disconnected?


I’m almost desperate enough to call your parents or Aunt Victoria, but we made a pact long ago to keep “us” between us and for now, I’m waiting, but I’m so worried about you. What if you are in trouble and you need help? What if my sounding the alarm is the only way you get the help you need?


I keep telling myself you’re probably just busy with your glamorous life in LA. I’m dying to hear about it, so I can live vicariously through you, since I’m sure as hell not living it up here. It feels like I’m stranded in a desert and our friendship has become a mirage—and we thought you were the dramatic one! College, my love life, everything is a disaster. For a million craptacular reasons—and I keep making it worse. I can’t seem to pull myself together. Guess I’m the disaster. Maybe you’re smart to avoid my fallout.


I’ve set up this email account, hoping you’ll finally feel comfortable answering me on it. My mom doesn’t know it exists, it’s not connected to any of my devices, and I’m only using it on the school’s computers. We should be safe from her paparazzi parenting if that’s what you’re worried about. Please respond. I need you. I’m a mess—unraveling. Call me. Please. I love you. I miss you. I hope you’re okay.


Love,


Eve


P.S. Do you still want me to visit this summer?





CHAPTER 4


End of April


The last time Boop moved, she’d spent days haunting liquor stores. But since the ABC stores now recycle their sturdy boxes with the efficiency of a Yankee, her only reason to head to one was to stock up on bourbon for her weekly mint julep. She was all for recycling, but as her arthritic hands fumbled to build the boxes she’d purchased, she didn’t feel especially enthusiastic about environmental friendliness.


In a surge of frustration, Boop tugged on a flap a mite too hard, tearing it half off. She smacked the box, innocent victim of her withered hands and Justine’s bullying.


“Careful, Boop,” Justine tsked.


Boop glared at her dear daughter. Not for the first time, wishing fifty-eight wasn’t too old for a well-deserved licking and eighty wasn’t too old to dole one out. She’d have to make do with knocking the box around, so she popped it again for good measure.


Reckoning she was decades past the do-it-yourself stage, Boop had hired movers to pack and ship her belongings. However, when she’d let that detail slip to Justine—let’s just say, Justine has trust issues in general, and deep-rooted trust issues with movers specifically. On a practical level, Justine couldn’t insist on canceling the movers for the actual moving of boxes, but on the issue of packing, she held firm.


Justine, looking as though she’d just stepped out of a Vineyard Vines catalog, held up a neon orange flamingo birdhouse. It’d been a housewarming gift from her neighbor, Shirley, who, bless her heart, had a hole in her bag of marbles. Like Shirley herself, the birdhouse plucked Boop’s nerves. The house, nestled in the bird’s body, was perched atop one of the flamingo’s legs and toppled over every time the door opened. She’d had to glue it back on half a dozen times. Boop held onto the klutzy mis-colored flamingo though—a reminder that she’d once toppled over every time the door opened too. Wouldn’t do to forget where she came from.


“These birdhouses make you seem like a crazy old lady. Your condo’s more like a gardening store than a home.” Justine’s coiffed perfection underscored the flamingo’s ridiculousness.


“Honey, I am a crazy old lady. Don’t make no difference to me what people think.” Boop’s eyes swept her collection—all forty-three birdhouses. The one in the middle of her mantle was hands-down her favorite. Eve had built it in shop class back in middle school. Boop still imagined she caught a whiff of sawdust when she got right on up to it. She fancied the one next to it too. That was the one she’d picked up in Nashville three years before. It played “Take Me Home, Country Roads”—when she remembered to replace the batteries.


Thankfully, Justine let it go at that. Maybe she chalked up Boop’s strange fetish to the three pet birds she’d lost in as many months. Only it wasn’t the birds. None of them had lasted more than ten days; hardly enough time to get attached. No, it was the emptiness that Boop sought to fill, but Justine wouldn’t know about that. No one did.


Justine had surprised her that morning by flying down from Richmond to manage the packing. Boop wasn’t naïve enough to believe that Justine’s motives were altruistic, rather she reckoned that Justine didn’t trust her with her future inheritance any more than the movers. In fact, Justine didn’t trust her with much, including keeping an eye on Eve. Packing for Boop was the perfect excuse to check in on Eve herself.


Boop expected Eve any moment. Only Eve was blissfully ignorant of her mother’s arrival. Boop had tried to warn Eve several times, but Eve hadn’t answered her calls. Since Boop was unsure about the ins and outs of leaving messages, she rarely bothered.


A knock on the door sent Justine to her feet and rushing to greet Eve. Justine flung the door open. “Surprise!”


Eve glared at Boop over Justine’s shoulder.


“I tried to ring you,” Boop said.


Justine gathered Eve into a stiff hug. “I’ve been helping Boop pack while we waited for you,” Justine said, putting an unnecessary emphasis on the “waited” as if Eve were egregiously late. She wasn’t.
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