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Valentine’s Day

 

Life isn’t worth anything if you’re not wanted.

Which is maybe why Clark’s words hurt so much.

But I can’t let him know that, of course.

You’re not going to be pretty forever, you know.

I was getting dressed when he said it, having just snapped my new black bra into place. Already naked from the waist down, he might as well have just unzipped my flesh and ogled my insides with how exposed his comment made me feel. I didn’t even flinch, although the words felt like someone rammed a tire iron into the back of my neck. Little did that asshole know he’d just triggered my greatest anxiety.

Now he’s waiting for my reaction, and I refuse to give him one.

My smile is sweet as I pull up my panties, flicking my wrist so the rose gold Tiffany bangles he gifted me just a few hours before jangle loudly. I suspected the designer bracelets might be my Valentine’s Day present, considering I’d hinted enough about them throughout the course of our short, three-month relationship. Which is why I waited until I got them before breaking up with him. I mean, these babies cost over ten grand. Obviously I was going to get my hands on them before kicking him to the curb.

I take my time slipping into my clothes. The slinky red slip dress I wore to our Valentine’s Day dinner at The First Edition slides over my skin like silk, and I make sure to face him as I pull it slowly over my head and down my form, giving him one last view of the body he’ll never see again. A body honed by hours of exercise and blessed by good genes. My ebony hair tickles my flesh as it cascades down my back, thick and wavy and completely gray-free.

The jerk doesn’t know what he’s talking about.

“Your pettiness is unbecoming, Clark.” I make my way over to the bed, where he’s still sitting up against the headboard, hands clasped behind his blonde head, strong body all hard and naked and sprawled out like he hasn’t got a care in the world. Even though he’s thirty-nine and seven years older than me, he looks every bit as good as I do. And he knows it. A plastic surgeon who doesn’t need what he’s selling because he was born perfect – the right amount of pretty with just a pinch of rugged. I stare down at him, the fact that I can still feel him between my legs not lost on me.

I won’t miss him, per say. But I’ll certainly miss the sex. The man is one good fuck.

Which is also why I waited until after we were finished in bed tonight to tell him we were through.

“Did you really expect a different outcome here?” I ask, keeping my voice even. What kind of man expects a woman to stay with him after learning he’s cheated on her?

An arrogant asshole, that’s the kind.

Truth be told, I’m not really all that mad about the cheating. I mean, it happens. It’s human nature, a primal urge. Simple as that. If anyone says they’re one hundred percent faithful to their partners, they’re fucking liars.

No. I’m not that pissed about the cheating. It’s the fact that he blabbed about it to a few of his friends, who told a few of their friends, who mentioned it to my friend. The fact that Victoria, of all people, was the one to tell me that my rich, handsome boyfriend cheated on me with some cheap stripper?

Well. No one humiliates me like that and gets away with it.

Why couldn’t he just have kept his stupid trap shut?

“Baby, come on. I still can’t believe you’re going to take the word of that conniving bitch over mine.”

I reach down and slide my manicured nails over his chest, skate them across his toned stomach, and feather them over his length. He’s still hard, something I’m also going to miss. A man who can have multiple orgasms back to back is a sad thing to waste.

“Victoria is my best friend,” I say, wrapping him loosely in my fist and slowly sliding my hand up and down. He sighs, his body stretching as I continue to work over his favorite body part. “Someone I’ve known a lot longer than you, Dr. Stone. I’m pretty sure I’d take her word over yours any day.” I remember the satisfied glint in her eyes when she broke the news. The way her thin, overlined lips perked up at the edges as she waited for my response. I could almost feel the anticipation in the air, her excitement at my humiliation palpable. My own expression remained nonchalant, although the billowing heat of shame that rose from my core and rouged my cheeks betrayed my indifference.

I squeeze harder.

“She… Oh, god...” He moans. Reaches over and slides his hand up my dress. His fingers bite into the smooth skin of my thigh. “She’s so fucking jealous of you it’s not even funny.”

Well, of course she is. If your friends aren’t jealous of you then what’s the point? If they don’t worship the ground you walk on and spend their days pining to be by your side, even daring to wish they actually were you, what’s the use of having them around?

“So, are you saying you didn’t fuck that slut stripper from the bachelor party last week?” I pump my hand faster, the bangles clinking. As annoyed as I am with Clark, the sound tempers my irritation. It lets me know I’m in control.

Men are so easy to manipulate when they’re horny.

He doesn’t even try to deny it. Just looks up at me from under hooded lids, his breath quickening. “Jen, come on. Like I’m the only person you’ve been with since we got together.” His hips start thrusting up to meet my hand, his body flexes, and I know he’s close. I’ve been in his bed enough to recognize his tell signs. “Oh, baby… That’s it. Daddy’s sorry. You know I am…”

“Clark?” I purr.

“Mmmm… Yeah, baby?”

I stop abruptly, withdrawing my hand and wiping it against the sheet.  “Go fuck yourself.”

Clark’s eyes fly open, wide and glassy. He grunts, confused.

I back away, blowing a kiss before lifting my bangled wrist to flip him off.

“You’re a cold bitch, Jen Malone. A cold fucking bitch.” But he says it with a smirk. There’s a glimmer in his eyes, and he gazes up at me with something akin to respect.

Now that I’ll take as a compliment.
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Four Months Later

 

I should just let the call go to voice mail.

I’ve just climbed out of the pool after finishing a fifty-lap workout and am drying off when my cell chimes, the old Petula Clark song Downtown blaring as the device rattles against the glass of the patio table. The song makes me feel dusty, but it’s my mom’s favorite which also makes it an easy way to tell when she’s calling. Whenever this ringtone sings out from wherever my phone is hiding – my purse, my pocket, the top of the nightstand of whoever I’m dating at the time – I usually ignore it, knowing she’s just going to want something I don’t want to give. But I pick it up this time because things between my parents and I have been tense lately, and pissing either of them off is the last thing I need right now.

“I meant to drop off the pies before Emilia’s tap class, but it seems I’ve completely lost my head and left them sitting on the kitchen counter.” My mother laughs like her absentmindedness is amusing instead of a huge inconvenience. “I’d swing by home and get them, but I’m afraid I just don’t have time. I have to drop Emilia off at Mary Jo’s before picking your father up from work. We’re heading straight from the hospital to Des Moines for John and Shirley’s anniversary party and, if everything goes smoothly, we should just make it by the time dinner starts.” Static holds the line for one second, two, three, four, five.

I know what’s coming. But I don’t engage.

“Unless your plans have changed and you’d like to keep Emilia home with you tonight, of course.”

There’s hope in her voice, which I ignore. “Can’t you just take them tomorrow?” I sling the towel around my waist and pull a floppy hat over my wet hair to keep the sun off my face. At thirty-two, I’m wrinkle free and intend to stay that way. In the distance, I hear our landscaper, Arnie, start the riding lawn mower he uses to go over my parents’ property with every Thursday morning. Which – since he’s as punctual as a rooster crowing dawn – means it’s ten o’clock on the dot and I’ve got forty-five minutes before I have to be in Eduardo’s chair for my tri-monthly keratin treatment. “I’m busy today.”

There’s a pause as my mother considers my words.  The tension on the line is thick, so I study my nails while I wait for her response, noting the chipped red polish and promptly adding a mani-pedi to my day’s to-do list. I’m thinking black berry on my nails and maybe a nude blush for my toes…

My mother sighs. “I’m on the dessert roster today, so Betsy is expecting them. And I’m not sure what time we’ll be back in town tomorrow, what with your father wanting to stop at that new exhibit at the Science Museum in the morning. Plus, the pies won’t be fresh if we wait.”

I snort. “Oh, please. Like the homeless care if their desert is fresh. They’d eat mud pies as long as you served them with bottles of Wild Turkey.”

“Jennifer Anne!”

“What?” I snap back. “Don’t act like it’s not true.” Then I sigh, knowing I’m treading on thin ice. The conversation my parents and I had last week – while not entirely cutting – clued me in to the fact that I’m starting to lose my hold over them. I blame my brother; his recent move to Scotland to be with his quote unquote soulmate has them suddenly scrutinizing me. Ever since Fox called home with news about his engagement a few weeks ago, it’s been hell. It’s like they suddenly feel this need to hassle me about my future, my choices. Their incessant curiosity about where my life is headed is not only exhausting, but irritating as fuck.

But right now I need them, so until things go back to normal around here, I’m just going to have to play the game. So I force a smile onto my face, hoping it will reflect in my voice. The lilt in my words, however, sounds completely fake, even to me. “Fine. Of course. No problem. What time do they need to be there?”

My mother hates confrontation, and her relief at my acquiescence is obvious. “Dinner starts at four, so no later than three. They need time to plate them.”

I roll my eyes and resist making a comment about savages not needing utensils, much less plates. “I can bring them over after my hair appointment.” A trip to Cedar Hill’s Soup Kitchen certainly wasn’t on my list of things-to-do-today, but if it keeps the peace…

Background noise filters through the receiver – the sound of children’s laughter, the tap-tap-tap of metal plates against the hardwood floor, lively piano music – and memories from my own dance days at Jaqueline’s Studio for Performing Arts rush through me. Like most of my friends in my inner circle, I’d grown up taking tap and ballet, jazz and hip hop. But ballet in particular? I was hooked. The dancers were so glamorous, perfect, the way they traipsed across the sage, their feet fluttering, their bodies lighter than air. The admiration and respect they garnered by simply turning words into movement. My parents took us to see the Nutcracker while on winter break in Chicago when I was six, and by the time I stood up with the rest of the audience and smashed my hands together in applause at the end, I knew I wanted to be a ballet dancer more than anything else in the world. I’d wanted people to clap like that for me. For years after that, I spent almost every afternoon in the studio. I was good. Really good. Jaqueline herself fawned over me, complimenting my form, my turnout, my slender frame. It made my friends in the class green with envy – an added bonus, for sure. All that attention just made me love the dance even more. I started pointe at eleven, adoring the satin shoes with their sleek ribbons and the powerful way my core would tighten when I lifted up, up, up. By fifteen though, I grew tired of it all. When serious talk of my future entered the studio – with names like Julliard and the San Francisco Ballet getting thrown around – I started backing off. By sixteen, my ballet shoes were nothing but a decoration on my canopy bedpost.

Commitment. It’s not my strong suit.

And by then, I’d found painting – throwing myself right out of one art form into another.

But painting was different. It was something I did for myself, not for recognition. Which somehow made it… different. Took the pressure off, in a sense. For the first time in my life, I didn’t care what people thought. Painting was like balm to my soul.

But, like ballet, I eventually gave that up, too.

My mother’s worried voice trills in my ear, ruining my flashback. “It’s supposed to be nighty-eight today, so don’t leave them in the car. The cherry pies might be okay, but the cream will melt or, god forbid, give someone food poisoning if they’re left too long in this heat.”

I’m pretty sure the street trash and drug addicts that dine at the soup kitchen have hard stomachs. But again, I hold my tongue.

“Yes. Of course. I understand.” Meaning that I’ll have to drive all the way across town after my hair appointment, pick up the damn pies, and haul ass back across town to drop them off. Granted, Cedar Hills isn’t the biggest city, but at roughly sixty miles across – a fact I learned back in my grade school social studies class and haven’t been able to shake since – it will be time consuming.

And time is something I’m loath to give.

My mother puffs a sigh of relief, and the piano music and rap of tap shoes in the background falls silent. The chattering of voices can still be heard, and one in particular pricks my ear. “Grandma? Watch this! Watch!”

Emilia. Always loud. Always screaming. And always twisting my insides up in ways that make me feel things I don’t want to feel.

I can hear the sound of tap shoes stuttering against the hardwood, their beat clunky and off. But my mother coos like my daughter has just performed the most amazing dance step rather than merely stomping her feet around on the floor. “Oooh, Emilia! That was wonderful!”

I roll my eyes. There was no grace in that jig. None.

And that’s why I can’t be a good mother. Why I will probably never be one.

I can’t fake enthusiasm. Love. The type of selfless, upbeat personality that children need in order to thrive.

My mother is still laughing when she turns her attention back to me. “All right. Well, anyway… Thank you, dear. I really appreciate you doing me this favor.” Then, “Emilia? Do you want to say hello to your mom? Quick sweetie, because we have to go…”

My mouth is open in protest when my daughter’s voice pierces my ear drum. The connection cracks and sputters under the strain of the high decibel. I cringe – in pain and annoyance – as I jerk the phone away. “Momma!” she yells. “Mom, Mom, Mom! Hi!” Her feet are clapping against the floor, and I can tell she’s jumping up and down. At five and a half years old, the girl has so much energy it’s exhausting.

“Hello, Emilia,” I say, my voice clipped. I slip my feet into my flip flops while I listen to her giggle and ramble on and on and on about tap class, her little voice practically breathless as she fills me in on the end of summer dance recital. In the background, I can hear my mother urging her out of her shoes.

“And we got to pick out our costumes today and guess what I’m going to be?” I don’t get a chance to even wonder as she blurts out, “A BEE!”

I make my way across the yard and through the French doors of the guest house, a place I claimed as mine the minute I moved back in with my parents. The chill from air conditioner hits my damp skin and pulls goosebumps from my flesh. I shiver involuntarily, even though I love the feeling of being wrapped in forced air after coming in from the pool. It’s a sign of summer, of youth, of vacation and lazy days and the promise of wild nights. “That’s nice, Emilia,” I say automatically. I have no interest in this conversation whatsoever.

Sometimes I wonder how my daughter can still love me as much as she does.

Maybe someday she won’t.

And, to be quite honest, I’m not sure how I feel about that.

You’re a cold bitch, Jen Malone. Clark’s words from months ago ring out like a gong in my head.

The rush of Emilia’s voice is suddenly more than I can take. I interrupt her mid-sentence, my voice cutting over hers like a knife. “I have to go now, okay? Tell Grandma goodbye for me.”

I push my thumb against the screen and, with one swipe, my daughter is gone.

Better to be a cold bitch than a naïve fool.
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It all started when I was pregnant.

Or maybe it started before then, but I was just too naïve to see it.

When I showed the pregnancy test to Julian – the little plus sign bright and bold in my trembling hand – I thought things would change. That what we had before we got married would be re-ignited, the bond between us growing stronger as the little human who shared our very DNA grew stronger in me. I watched him warily as he took the test and considered it, noted the way his ebony beard was subtly becoming more and more streaked with white as the days passed, and foolishly thought he was mature enough to handle the news. But he just shifted his attention from the stick to me, his dark eyes cold and unfeeling, before flinging the test against the brick wall of our loft.

“What the fuck, Jen?”

He was angry. So angry. All the passion he poured into his art – the sculptures he chiseled with such ferocious intensity that just watching him work made me wet – was now directed at me. But unlike his statues, I was made of flesh and bone. Not marble and steel.

I would bleed.

I cringed as he reached for me, the storm raging in his eyes fierce enough to douse the hope in mine. He was shirtless, having just come up from his studio in the basement of the Chicago warehouse we’d bought and turned into our home four years ago, and his broad chest was still glazed with sweat. He never liked to wear a shirt when he worked, something that also used to make me hot. But that night, it just made him seem… Monstrous. Feral. A wild beast going in for the kill.

His fingers squeezed, biting into my shoulders as he backed me up, my stockinged feet tripping over each other as he pushed me across the floor and slammed me once, twice against the wall. My head made contact with the second shove, and lights bloomed like fireworks behind my closed lids.

“I said, What. The. Fuck?”

Julian was tall. About six-foot two to be exact, and the fact that I was on the shorter side made him seem even larger. His body was hard from years of lifting heavy marble and stone, not to mention the weights in the makeshift gym he set up in the spare bedroom years ago. Just one of his biceps was almost as big as my head. And sometimes that made me feel safe, like when we walked down the city streets after a long night out with friends, buzzed and skirting the riffraff that forever lined the corners and were always looking for trouble. And then there was the erotic way he dwarfed me in bed, his body devouring mine as he pushed into me over and over, making me his. Fuck. I loved that feeling, too.

Other times, though, the sheer size of him scared me.

He was an artist. He was fury and anger and love and tenderness in the flesh. And while I’d always chalked up his mood swings and temperament to that fact, it wasn’t until just then – when he had me up against the wall, spittle flying from his mouth – that I finally realized something inside of him might be broken.

That was the night when the wool that had been over my eyes since I was seventeen and one of his vulnerable students began to lift.

Nine years into our relationship and three years into our marriage, and that was his response when I told him I was pregnant.
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I’m driving faster than I should through the shitty part of Cedar Hills when I hear a gun shot.

My first thought isn’t to duck and cover. Save my neck, worry about a bullet to the head or chest.  The fact that, if a bullet does hit me, Emilia may have to grow up not only without a father, but also without a mother.

No. As usual, it relates to time.

I’m running late, and now I have to deal with this.

It’s only when my SUV starts to wobble, the steering wheel practically pulling from my grasp as it spins wildly to the left, that my heart rate kicks up a notch. But only a notch. Because as I struggle with the wheel and my Range Rover careens into oncoming traffic, I’m calm. The whole experience happens slowly, like time is thick and syrupy instead of fluid, and what should be lasting only seconds suddenly takes minutes to unfold.

I miss a beat-up truck by inches, the driver blaring his horn as I skid past his front bumper and onto the shoulder of the road. The tail end of the Rover swerves as it jumps the curb and teeters across the sidewalk, bouncing me around in my seat like a rag doll. The fact that I’ve maintained my composure is probably the only reason I’m not smashing the brake pedal into the floor and causing further chaos. Remembering my father’s advice about not slamming on the brakes when skidding on ice, I try the same tactic and lift my foot from the accelerator while re-gaining control of the steering. When I finally give pressure to the brake pedal, the SUV is already rolling to a bumpy stop.

The radio is still thumping through the speakers, a poppy backdrop to the roller coaster ride I just survived. I abhor silence, but now the music seems almost too loud, needling into my ears as my senses finally start catching up with the circumstances. I shift into park, jab my finger into the radio dial, and take in my surroundings. I’m in the half empty lot of a small Asian Supermarket, my Rover taking up two spaces and parked perpendicular to the other two vehicles in the lot.

The sudden silence is louder than the music, and it pushes the needles in deeper. A swift feeling of irritation sweeps through me, like I have a million tiny bugs dancing just beneath my skin, and I roll my head and shoulders to dislodge the jittering sensation.

When I open my door, I’m immediately blasted with hot, sticky air and the acrid scent of burnt rubber. Any thoughts of gunshots subside when I step out and take a look at my driver’s side tire. The front wheel is in sad shape – ragged and deflated, the rubber flat-as-a-pancake where the chrome rim meets the concrete.

“Great,” I mutter. If I wasn’t wearing new suede sandals, I’d kick it. Hell, maybe I will kick it, anyway. I pull my phone from the pocket of my shorts and note it’s already three-twenty – well after the time I was supposed to deliver the damn pies. I prop my hands on my hips and glare at the tire, as if through sheer focus alone the thing will knit itself back together, fill with air, prop itself on the rim, and I can be on my way again.

The sun is unrelenting, as unrelenting as my mother will be if I don’t get these deserts where they’re supposed to be in ten minutes. Which will still make them thirty full minutes late. A trickle of sweat oozes down my temple – partly because of the heat, mostly due to the pressure. It feels like a spider skittering across my skin, and I swipe it away with more force than necessary. I absently pinch the front of my peasant blouse, fluttering the thin material in an effort to cool down.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit…

A flicker of light to my left catches my eye, a burst of sun bouncing off a passing car and reflecting in the plate glass window of a nearby shop. I squint through my sunglasses, taking in the establishment’s sign and praise whoever the hell is watching out for me because I think I just might be saved. Tucking my phone back in my pocket, I reach into the Rover, pull out my purse, grab my keys, and high tail it through the parking lot and across the street to what I’m hoping to God will be my salvation.

Wright Auto Repair isn’t a church, but as I push through the door and step into the lobby of the two-story brick warehouse I’m ready to bow to whoever can fix my tire and get me on the road again. Preferably now.

The first thing I notice is the smell; the entire place reeks of gasoline, rubber and, somehow, burnt Cheetos. I wrinkle my nose in disgust as I make my way across the small space, the stacked heels of my sandals practically sticking to the grimy floor and giving a soft tug of resistance with each step I take.

The second is the mullet rock blaring from the open door behind the counter leading back to the garage.

I snort, listening as the singer compares the crotch of his ladylove to cherry pie.

Classy.

But really… What more could I expect in a place like this?

There’s no one at the counter, which runs the length of the room and is littered with car magazines, a few pop cans, and a hulking computer monitor that’s big and boxy and yellowed with age. And aside from some cheap plastic patio chairs and a side table piled with more grungy magazines, the lobby is bare, too.

The empty counter, the empty lobby, with no one here to help me.

For fuck sake.

I pinch the corner of a magazine between my fingertips and lift it slightly to see if maybe there’s a bell, something, anything on the counter that I can use to get the attention of whoever works here but… Nothing.

The music stops and, with a sigh of relief, I train my attention to the door. Finally. Finally some service. Standing up straight, I hoist my purse higher onto my shoulder, lift my chin, and… Wait some more.

Who the hell runs this place?

A new song clicks on, an old one by Guns N’Roses, the electric guitar riff building to a crescendo before Axl’s whiny voice starts in and welcomes everyone to the jungle.

Only this time, he’s not singing alone.

Whoever is crooning along with the song has a godawful, horrible voice. The warbling, high falsetto grates against my nerves. “… sha na na na na knees, knees… Oooh!”

You have got to be kidding me.

Obviously, standing around here is getting me nowhere. Time is ticking, along with my patience, both spiraling faster and faster toward a detonation of catastrophic proportions. Taking matters into my own hands, I push through the little swinging gate that splits the counter from the rest of the room, ignore the Employees Only sign, and stomp through the door, ready to give whatever dumbass is working back here a piece of my mind.

The garage is fairly large, with one rusty-looking blue lift holding up one of those vehicles that looks like an SUV that’s been squashed down to the size of a car. The smell of gasoline is more pungent out here, along with something that reeks, weirdly enough, like melted gummy bears.

Wright Auto Repair apparently has no employees, because the back of the business appears to be just as empty as the front, the only sign of life coming from the old boom box on the work table to my right. The music is still screaming; I can feel the pulse of the bass sliding through my veins, throbbing in my temples. The tempo clashes against the metrical beat of my heart, and I’m suddenly more aware of its hammering presence as it thumps, thumps, thumps against my sternum. All of that combined tweaks my irritation even more, fanning the fumes of impatience that always seem to flutter just under my skin, waiting to erupt.

I’m about to holler out a snarky hello when my ankle wobbles and my foot slides out from under me. The weightless feeling of being airborne throws my heart up into my throat, stifling my greeting and turning it into a pathetic, girly squeak. My arms flail, flinging my purse from my shoulder and sending it sailing. Gravity wins, as it usually does, and instinct takes over – my eyes squeeze shut, my body goes limp – as I prepare for impact. But before I can land sprawled eagle on the slick concrete floor – which would, obviously, be humiliating enough – I smack into something more embarrassing. A person.

Long limbs wrap around me, snug under my arms and squeezing tight around my upper torso. The whole situation is awkward, and the pigeon-toed dance my feet are doing in a desperate attempt to keep me upright almost takes the stranger down with me.

“Whoa, sweetheart. I got you.”

It’s a man, and I can feel the laughing timbre of his voice rumble against my back as I struggle against his chest. When my feet finally find their footing – stupid heels! – I arch away from his embrace as fast as I crashed into it. When I glance down, I see a puddle of black goo laced with a rainbow-like sheen. The murky liquid is muddled with the skid mark from my sandal.

“You need to watch your step out here. Especially if you’re gonna walk around in shoes like those.”

Again, that laughing voice. The annoying, nerdy kind that reeks of quick-witted humor.

“Well,” I say, straightening my top and turning around, “maybe you should think about actually cleaning every once in a while. This place is filthier than a junkyard.”

The man startles a bit when I turn to face him, which doesn’t surprise me as I’ve been known to stun a few men into silence upon first glance. Then again, maybe it’s just me, because the ground seems to tilt a bit when we lock eyes. I can still feel the heat of his chest against my back, a scorching presence that burns between my shoulder blades. And suddenly my knees grow weak as as the floor wobbles beneath me.

But before I can land on my ass, I’m in his arms. Again.

“That’s twice now in, what, a minute? I’m thinking that smart mouth of yours owes me a thank you.”

His face is hovering just over mine, so close I can see a sprinkle of freckles dotting his tanned nose, note the subtle streaks of auburn in his chestnut hair. There’s a smudge of grease over one brow and his wavy locks have been slicked back off his forehead in an unruly, rumpled mess. Bright eyes flicker with a spirited sort of mischief that reflects in the curve of his lips, the lift of his brows. His smile is more mocking than sweet and, as he stares down at me, I can’t help but feel like I’m being chastised.

Which thoroughly pisses me off.

“Why would I thank you?” I purr, gazing up at him sweetly. “It’s because of your shitty cleaning skills that I’m in this mess.”

The man just blinks and continues to grin. He studies me for a bit, his eyes roaming my face, my lips, trailing over the curve of my jaw. His gaze is hot, bringing a blush to my cheeks that I fight back with a scowl. He cocks his head, furrows his brow. “Well, aren’t you a peach?”

And then, in one fell swoop, he flings me up and nudges me away from him.

As I stagger to me feet, I realize the reason for my second fall – a broken heel. I teeter on one leg as I bend my other, twisting my knee and kicking my foot up and out. Looking back over my shoulder, I study my ruined footwear and fume.

Damn it. Could this day possibly get any worse? It’s like I’m on some cheesy eighties sitcom. Que the laugh-track…

He points at my dangling heel. “Now that is not my fault.”

I rip the heel off, drop my foot, and cross my arms over my chest. Arching a brow, I shoot him my best bitch glare.

Which only seems to amuse him more.

His blue coveralls are grimy and spotted with grease. I can only imagine how those oily smears transferred to my white shirt, what with his arms – shudder – wrapped around me like they were. First my new sandals, now possibly my shirt? I’m going to have to burn this whole flippin’ outfit when I get home. The thought annoys me further, and I squint, reading the white lettering sewn above his right pocket. “Miles, is it?”

He nods. Crosses his arms, mimicking my posture and staring at me right back.

“As much as I loathe giving this pathetic little establishment my business, I have no choice.” I lift my chin – it always makes me feel taller, considering my petite stature – and let my gaze drift around the garage, pursing my lips for emphasis. “But I have no choice. I need you to fix my tire. And since time is of the essence, I need it done now.”

Miles just stands there. Still staring. Arms still crossed. But now his shoulders are shaking. His lips twitch as a laugh rips through him, turning into a howl as he rocks back on his heels. “Ah,” he croons, dropping his arms and clutching his stomach, “You… Are you serious?”

I frown. “What the hell? Of, course I’m serious. You,” I wave my hand up and down in his direction, “obviously fix cars. And mine needs to be fixed. I fail to see how this is amusing.”

His laugh trails off, but his grin remains lopsided, the crinkles around his eyes deep. “Well, since you asked so nicely.” He shakes his head, knits his brows together as he studies the ceiling. Rubs his chin. Takes his sweet ass time… “No.”

For a second, I think he’s joking. But when he doesn’t laugh, my stomach sinks. “What?”

Miles shrugs, his stupid smile still plastered on his stupid face. “You heard me, Princess.” Then he points to a spot on the floor, indicating my purse. “Don’t forget that. And don’t” – he waves his hand, shooing me away – “let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.” He starts humming along to another song, one about a highway to Hell, and turns back to the vehicle on the lift.

I stand, stunned, watching his back for a breath before huffing my over to my purse. It’s my Marc Jacobs bag – a few seasons old, but still – and I grit my teeth as I brush the dirt away and inspect the buttery leather. This is absolutely, fucking unbelievable.

And unacceptable.

I hoist it over my shoulder and teeter-limp as best as I can on my ruined sandal to where he’s positioned under the SUV, arms up and working some tool into the vehicle’s underside. After a few metallic clinks, he drops his arms and black liquid drips down into a plastic pan. Now that I’m firmly planted on my feet and standing this close to him, I realize how tall he is. At my five-foot-two and standing flat-footed, I come up just under his shoulders. Which – while not exactly muscular – are broad.

I clear my throat and reach up, tapping one. “Excuse me.”

His shoulders sag, and he sighs heavily before turning around. He doesn’t answer me, just lifts his brows, the rest of his face stone.

“I’d like to speak to your boss.” I try to sound as haughty as I can. Which, I have to admit, is a bit hard under his blank stare. I’m not used to meeting resistance from people and, as much as I hate to admit it, I’m actually a bit flustered.

Maybe it’s my desperation. The fact that I can sense the lazy days of living at my parents’ place are dwindling to a close and, in a frantic attempt to hold on to that security, delivering those damn pies are the only way I can ensure my lifestyle for another day.

Most would find living in your parents’ guest house at thirty-two demeaning. Or, at the very least, unappealing. But I have my reasons.

“You’re speaking to him.” One corner of his lips perks up – a crack in his otherwise deadpan face.

My mouth drops. “You?” I scoff. “You’re the boss? You own this place?” I step back, appraising him. Cock my head and squint. His body is long and lean. I can’t make out much of his physic through his shapeless coveralls, but he does fill them out rather nicely. (I hate to admit it.) Although, I have a feeling any muscles he has lurking under that uniform came from hard labor and not from time in a gym. He doesn’t seem the meathead, health-nut type. His hair is short, although not neat; it sits atop his head in a disheveled mess. His face is stubble free, and he has the sort of cheeks that beg to be pinched. His eyes are his most striking feature; they’re the colors of a warm Indian Summer day – a soft mixture of earth tones kissed by the gilded light of autumn’s sun.

Gorgeous eyes aside, however, he looks like the nerdy kid from high school that never quite blossomed.

“What are you? Twelve?”

Miles chuckles. “No, I’m thirty – just tuned, actually. And I’ve been the owner here since, oh, eight o’clock this morning.” And with that, he brushes past me and back to his workbench, where he punches the button on an old silver ghetto blaster that’s covered in more grime that he is. The shop falls into a silence so deep it makes the back of my neck itch.

The clock above his head – a round monstrosity with the word Pennzoil written across its yellow face – reads three-thirty.

I roll my head, plant my hands on my hips and sigh. I need another tactic here.

He turns around, leans against the work bench, and crosses one boot over the other.

Stare down, commence.

Pasting a smile to my face, I soften my features and slip into my damsel in distress mode. It’s not a role I like to play, but it rarely fails to get me what I want. “Look, we got off on the wrong foot here. Okay?” I lift up my broken sandal, give my best self-deprecating chuckle. “I mean, literally. Right?”

Perhaps it should scare me how easily I can alter my personality and become someone else in the blink of an eye. An entirely different person with a softer voice, a more innocent doe-eyed expression. Manipulation is just so… effortless. It’s like breathing – false flattery, remorse I don’t feel, acting like I give a shit when I don’t.

Julian once joked that I could coerce a dying man into giving me his last breath.

Miles doesn’t seem to see the humor in my joke. He doesn’t laugh. Doesn’t even crack a smile. Doesn’t give me any sign he’s buying my little act. In fact, I can tell I’m losing him. He pulled his phone from the pocket of his coveralls during my little spiel and is now busy sliding his dirty finger over the screen.

“It’s just… I’m sorta desperate here.” Ugh. I sound so pathetic. This is the lowest of my lows. I inject a tiny sob into my plea, giving a small sniffle before continuing. “You see, I baked these pies for the soup kitchen” – his eyes flick up when I mention that – “and they were supposed to be there by four, but my tire blew and now they’re late.” I bite my lip and hug my arms, the fact that I seem to have finally won his attention inspiring me to slip further into my role.

He slides the phone back in his pocket and crosses his arms. “You?” he asks, and I can tell he’s mocking the disbelief I expressed earlier when I found out he owned this shop. “You baked pies for the Rothchester House Soup Kitchen?” His smirk is crooked and annoying and kind of makes him look hot in a geeky sort of way. And all of it combined almost causes my deplorable façade to slip.

Almost.

I nod and allow my eyes to mist over for emphasis. Not enough tears to start flowing, of course. That would be overkill. But just enough to give them a desperate sheen, adding a little more humility to my appeal.

It makes me seem more human. Something, at times, I’m not so sure I am.

I don’t cry much. In fact, I haven’t cried for real in a long, long time. And the one time I did cry – dropped my shield and felt the sort of pain, the sort of loss that makes you wish you were dead – I cried enough for a thousand lifetimes.

Miles may or may not be buying my act. If he’s not, he’s definitely the first person in a long time (aside from my brother) to see through my shit. But when he pushes off the work bench and says, “Let’s have a look at these pies,” I smile.

A real, honest to goodness fucking smile.
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“Sorry about the mess.”

I don’t respond. Instead I just close my eyes and will this little trip to be over as fast as possible. Which, fortunately, doesn’t seem like it’ll be long; I can see the sign for the soup kitchen just a block away. Turns out Miles’s shop is just a five-minute drive from it.

We hit a bump in the road – the pot holes in this part of town are ridiculous – and I grab on to the armrest as I bounce in my seat. Miles doesn’t seem to be trying to avoid the jagged dips and holes, and I swear I see him bite back a smile every time he barrels over one.

His truck is mid-nineties ancient and smells like his shop. The leather interior is cracked and gray, and the floor is littered with all kinds of miscellaneous crap: tools, trampled auto parts boxes, half a dozen pairs of leather work gloves, countless cardboard coffee cups bearing the pink logo from the bikini barista shop down the street, a half-empty bag of cat food, a rank-looking pair of cleats, and a baseball glove.

I nudge the cleats away with my foot and try not to breathe through my nose.

After looking at what was left of my tire and telling me he didn’t have one on hand – of course he didn’t – he made a few calls and found a match through a local tire dealer just down the street. So, the plan was he’d take me to drop off the pies and then we’d trek a few more blocks over to grab the tire. Hence the reason I am, literally, stuck in this filthy mess.

I close my eyes and grab onto the armrest for dear life one more time as Miles swings the truck into the parking lot of the soup kitchen. Palming the wheel, he pulls into a spot by the back door and throws it into park. “I’ll grab the coolers,” he says, hopping out.

After peeling my fingertips from the armrest, I unbuckle my seatbelt and shimmy out of the vehicle. The tires on this thing are huge, and I practically need a step ladder to reach the ground. I changed into a pair of slip-on platform sandals I found in the cargo haul of my Rover, and I lose one on the way down. The concrete is searing, and I yelp when my skin makes contact with the sunbaked pavement. Balancing on one foot, I shove my other back into my sandal and look around.

The Rothchester House Soup Kitchen is based in an old high school that’s been turned into a shelter for displaced families and teens. The building takes up an entire city block but, from what I understand, there still aren’t enough spaces to house everyone. The Kitchen is on the first floor and serves dinner every day of the week, from four to six. The entrance to the cafeteria is on the opposite side of the building from that of the living quarters and, at five minutes to four, already has at least a dozen people in line.

While Cedar Hill’s isn’t a big city like, say, Chicago, it isn’t small, and we have our share of riff raff lining the streets, begging for handouts on the corners, drinking and scuffling in alleyways.

Or so I hear. I never come down here.

Miles rounds the side of the truck, a red nylon cooler clutched in each hand. He tips his head in the direction of the door. “You coming or what?”

I force a tight-lipped smile while mentally telling him where he can shove it. Even though he’s agreed to help me, it’s not like we’re on great terms. Or even good ones. Our interaction since leaving his shop has been short and hardly sweet. I have a feeling if I hadn’t mentioned the charity pies I’d probably still be sitting in my Rover and waiting for whatever cheap ass roadside assistance my insurance company provided.

The door to the back entrance is covered in chipped blue paint, and Miles pulls it open and disappears through it, allowing it to slam shut just as I reach for it.

Jerk.

The door is steel, heavy and, with the late afternoon sun cooking this side of the building, scorching.  I grab the metal rung just under the Employees Only sign, my fingertips burning on contact, and am about to tug it open when a man dressed in a shabby suit that looks like it was new back in the seventies shuffles around the corner. His face is wizened, and when he sees me, he smiles. Or, at least I think that’s what he’s doing. It’s hard to see his mouth through his wiry, overgrown beard. Gray streaks his shaggy hair, and the portion of his mustache dancing above his upper lip is stained with that sickly yellow color that reminds me of snot. As he shuffles closer – lord, he’s heading straight for me – I can smell his stink.

He smells like an armpit. A big, hairy armpit that’s been sweating in the sun all day.

I skitter through the door but, before I can shut it behind me, the man somehow sidles half of his body in the crack. His face is so close to mine I can smell his coffee breath, and it makes me want to gag.

“Hey there, Missy.”

His voice is dry and grating, like sandpaper, and it hurts my throat just listening to him. He’s missing one of his top front teeth, and his S’s slip through the gaping hole in a whistle.

“I… I don’t think you’re supposed…” As I back away, the heel of my foot slips over the side of my sandal, and my ankle twists. I teeter as, for the third time that afternoon, I almost fall on my ass. I’m quickly steadied by a pair of hands, their grip rough and scratchy against my skin.

“God, can’t you walk? Are you always this klutzy?” Miles release me with a sigh and brushes past, heading for the door. He tosses me a smirk over his shoulder before turning around. “Hey, Merv.”

The man’s grin splits wider when he sees Miles. “Marty’s Boy!” He sidles more of his frail body through the door. “Sure smells good in here, don’t it Marty’s Boy?”

I, on the other hand, beg to differ. The aroma takes me back to my elementary school cafeteria and reminds me of Fish Stick Fridays. In fact, between breathing in this horrid stench and the utter grossness of the man before me, it’s taking everything I have to keep the green smoothie I had for lunch in my stomach.

Miles nods, addressing the man like he’s a friend rather than a bum off the street. “It does. But dude, you know you can’t come back here. You have to use the front door, like everyone else.”

But the bum – Merv – shakes his head. “It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s all good. See?” He holds up a black violin case in his gnarled hands and whistles through his teeth. “I’m the evening’s entertainment, Marty’s Boy. I’m allowed. Betsy, she says…”

“Betsy says you need to go to the front and wait in line like everyone else.”

I turn to see a woman about my age, pastel locks the color of cotton candy twisted up in plump top knot and wire-rimmed glasses perched on her long nose. White earrings in the shape of lightning bolts hang from her lobes, dangling all the way down to her shoulders. Her black tank top is cropped with the words Miami Beach scrawled across the front. One strap has slipped down on her shoulder, partially obscuring a large flower tattoo; the cluster of peonies inked onto her upper arm are practically dripping from her skin in vibrant shades of red, purple and pink. Cutoff jean shorts and black ankle boots with studded straps complete the look. Her lips, colored in a hot pink stain, are pursed.

This must be the Betsy my mom was referring to. I appraise her like I do with any new woman I come across, instantly judging her size and style. It’s behavior I can’t help; my brain immediately starts churning and comparing and tearing apart. Maybe it has to do with all the fashion magazines I devoured when I was an impressionable youth. Or maybe it just has to do with society’s supposedly harsh beauty standards. Or maybe it all started years later, when Julian brought a woman back to our place so he could fuck her right under my nose.

Regardless, I can’t help but view each and every female in my immediate radius as competition. As a possible threat. Even when, like now, there’s no one around worth competing for. Unless you count Miles, and – blech – no thank you.

I guess someone out there might find her attractive, if that someone is in to the sort of wild-child, rebel, devil-may-care sort of look she exudes. Right now, with her hands on her hips and the no nonsense look she’s shooting the bum at the door, she’s exuding a vibe that says don’t fucking mess with me.

“You’re bustin’ my balls here, Merv. You know that?” And then she smiles.

“C’mon, Merv.” Miles rests a hand the old man’s shoulder, gently nudging him back outside. “I’ll walk you out.” Just as he’s about to close the door behind him, he pokes his head back in. His eyes meet mine, and he winks. “Oh, and I’ll pick you up at six.”

My mouth drops as the door slams shut.

I feel an arm slip through mine, and then Betsy’s pulling me along with her, deeper into the kitchen. “Jen,” she gushes as we move, “it’s so nice to finally meet you! Your mom is always going on and on about her kids and her granddaughter. I feel like I know you all already! I got a chance to meet your brother when he donated some furniture to the housing units and he’s such a sweetheart. I heard he just got engaged, too! Which is so cool because he’s such a great guy. Not to mention hot. But, I mean, of course looks aren’t everything. Right? And your mom is thrilled! It’s all she can talk about…”

My head is spinning. Betsy is rambling so fast I can barely keep up with her. Technically, we haven’t even been formally introduced. But the main question that begs to be answered… Why the hell am I still here?

The kitchen is a decent size, roughly the dimensions of a tennis ball court, with an open window that looks out onto the cafeteria on one side and a wall of cupboards and an industrial-size fridge and oven on the other. Metal tubs filled with salad and bread rolls and lasagna crowd the serving table under the window. A plump woman my mom’s age is standing near the stovetop, her wooden spoon stuck in a gigantic steel pot and stirring what I can only assume is soup. Her white hair has been braided into a low bun and she’s wearing jean shorts, white tennis shoes, and a faded red t-shirt with the words My Granddaughter is a Pit Bull across her chest. She grins when we enter the room and offers a wave before turning back to her cooking.

“Smells good, Marilyn!” Betsy calls out as we fly by. She turns back to me, her brows knit together. “I’m so sorry to hear about your car. That totally sucks. Couldn’t have happened in a better spot, though. Miles will take care of it. He’s such a great guy.”

Releasing my arm, she deposits me next to a large stainless-steel work table. Sitting on top of it are both of my mom’s nylon coolers alongside a pile of plastic plates and a pie serving set. “Let me get you some gloves. Oh, and you’ll need a hairnet, too. I’ll be back in a jiff!” She pauses on her heel, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “It’s so nice of you to offer to help serve tonight!”

And with that, she bounces away. Apparently to get me gloves. And a fucking hairnet.

Miles, I fume.

Miles, Miles, Miles…
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“Well, aren’t you a vision.”

Miles appears out of nowhere, snags one of the pies I’ve just plated, and spoons a heaping mouthful into his wide-open trap. It looks like he’s managed to shower and change since I saw him last – a bonus, for sure. The grease stains and coveralls are gone, and the foul stench of gasoline and burnt Cheetos no longer wafts from his pores. Instead, he smells sweet and woodsy, like citrus pine laced with a hint of mint. His cheeks are still pinchable, and his hair is still an unruly mess. Although now that it’s damp it looks darker, making the green and gold flecks in his eyes stand out even more. His white t-shirt is simple, stretching tight over his broad shoulders and hanging loose around his narrow waist.

Clean, yes. But still annoying.

I huff, blowing a strand of hair that escaped from my hairnet out of my eye. I want to tell him where to shove it, but I refuse to let him know he’s getting to me. “I’m just happy I can help.” I plop my last piece of pie – thank god hallelujah – onto a plate, drop the server, and flex my fingers. Fourteen pies at six to eight slices each took me almost two hours to cut, plate, and serve.

No joke. These people like their dessert.

“It’s just nice to be able to do something for someone else. You know, give something back to the community.” I paste a sweet smile onto my face, the one that can bullshit a bullshitter, and peel off my gloves.

Miles takes another bite. Chews. “Wow,” he says, his voice dry and thick with pie. “You’re such an inspiration.”

Before I can respond, Betsy breezes over. She’s smiling, like she’s been smiling the last two hours, and I wonder how she can find so much joy in this shit. I’m sweating because it’s hotter than a mutha in here, my hair is probably a bird’s nest right now, and I’m pretty sure I smell like Merv’s armpit.

“Miles!” Betsy pulls him in for a brief, one-armed hug. “I take it you got Jen’s car fixed and ready to go?”

Miles slides his eyes my way, his grin mocking. “Oh, yeah. Jenny’s car is all fixed and ready to roll.”

I frown. “It’s Jen, actually.”

Miles ignores me completely and turns back to Betsy. His face takes on a whole new shine when speaking with her: his eyes go soft, the smile playing on his lips a laugh waiting to erupt, the tone of his voice sweet as syrup. “You guys looked busy tonight.”

I humph as I start packing the empty pie pans back into the coolers.

What a fake.

Betsy swipes the back of her hand over her forehead and sighs. “Yeah, but it seems every night is like that lately.” Then she shrugs, her smile still dazzling. “But that’s what we’re here for, right?” Miles scoops the last of the pie into his mouth, and she reaches out for the empty plate. She looks between us, her eyes wide. “You guys staying for the show?”

Miles swallows. “Nah, not tonight. Gotta drop Jenny here” – he winks at me, and I glare back – “off at her car, and then I’ve got plans.”

Betsy beams. “Is it George?”

I zip the last cooler shut, pretending not to listen. But I sneak a peek at Miles because, for some reason, I’m curious. I hadn’t pegged him as gay. Not that I care either way.

And I swear the man blushes. “What? How? How do you even know?”

“I heard it through the grapevine.”

He drops his head, rubs the back of his neck, and chuckles. “Yeah, well. I’m not surprised.”

“She’s thrilled. We’re all thrilled, actually.” Betsy reaches out and squeezes his arm, and for a moment her smile slips. She lowers her voice, but I can still make out her words as she leans in and whispers, “Sweetie, it’s time. ‘Kay?”

Miles just nods, pulls out a tattered wallet, and plucks some bills from the sleeve. “Give that to Merv for me, will you? Tell him I’m sorry I missed his show tonight.”

Betsy takes the bills and folds them before sliding them into her pocket. “Of course.” Then she turns to me and, before I can react, wraps me in a hug. Lord, this woman is touchy-feely. “Thanks for your help tonight.” She pulls back, holding me at arms-length for a beat before letting me go. “And don’t be a stranger, all right? We’d love to see more of you down here.”

I can already see where this conversation is going. And I have no desire to further it. Instead I just give a noncommittal nod, grab the coolers, and smile. “Better get going so Casanova here can make it to his hot date on time.” Seeing how embarrassed Miles got when talking about his date with this George fellow, it’s the only thing I can think to say to annoy him.

Miles glowers, his jaw set. If looks could kill, I’d be dead.

Good. Just the reaction I was hoping for. Finally, finally something that ruffles his feathers. After all, I still owe the asshole for leaving me stuck in this disgusting hole for two whole hours.

I heave the coolers off the table and turn, eager to put this foul place behind me. The phone in my back pocket has been buzzing almost nonstop for the last hour, and I know Victoria’s freaking out because I haven’t responded. We’re supposed to go on a double date tonight, and this whole rotten experience is going to make me late. I weave through the few volunteers busy with clean-up duties, refusing to make eye contact so I don’t get hooked into conversation. I made it through the last two hours avoiding lengthy chit chat, only giving short responses when spoken to and focusing instead on the task at hand. (And maybe, only every other minute or so, dreaming of ways to torture Miles.) These people are not my people, they’re not worth my time, and I’m never going to see them again, anyway.

Walking outside is like walking into a sauna, and the humidity clings to my already sticky skin. I take a deep breath and immediately regret it; the stench of cheap take-out and car exhaust mixed with the nearby dumpsters nearly makes me gag. God, this part of town stinks.

I take a few steps and stop, a cooler hanging heavy in each hand. Miles’s truck is nowhere to be seen, and for a split second I get this horrible feeling he’s going to make me walk back to his shop. I don’t know him well, but I wouldn’t put it past him. Watching me huff it blocks in this heat after serving pie to vagabonds would no doubt appeal to his juvenile sense of humor.

But then he pushes by me, bumping into my shoulder hard as he passes, and moves toward a black car. It’s an old muscle car, and the only reason I know this is because a guy I used to date back in high school was obsessed with them. He drove an old Impala around; thought he was cool as shit. The thing was a rust bucket, and I refused to ride in it. This one actually looks new though – as new as an old car can look – all shiny and clean and not a spot of rust on it.

Miles opens the trunk and waves me over. “Let’s go, Princess. I don’t have all night.” He smirks, the impish gleam back in his eyes. “Unless, of course, you want to walk.”

I stroll over, keeping my steps slow and measured. Granted, I don’t have all night, either. I’m going to have to book it straight home and shower this entire afternoon off in order to be ready for Victoria and whatever blind date she has me set up with by seven. But I’m fine with being late if it means denying Miles the satisfaction of seeing me scurry like some obedient dog.

Once the coolers are secured in the trunk, I climb into the passenger seat. The leather is surprisingly cool against the back of my thighs, and as I settle in I have to admit I’m shocked at how clean the interior is compared to his truck. The chrome accessories offset the black leather seats, and the skinny steering wheel has been polished so much it shines. The whole car shines, actually, and even smells new.

Miles hops into the driver’s seat and turns the key, the engine starting with a roar and a rumble. After securing his seatbelt, he looks over at me and wrinkles his nose. “Try not to touch anything, ’kay?” He nods at my shirt, and when I follow his gaze I see splotches of pie filling crusted over the thin material. The smile that spreads across his face is anything but sweet. “You’re kind of a mess.”

Before I can blast him with a crude, detailed description on what his sorry ass looked like a mere two hours ago, he throws the car into reverse. I’m flung back in my seat, gravity sucking the air back in my chest and holding it there for a beat, two, three. The tires squeal against the burning pavement as he peels out of the parking lot, the grumble of the engine so loud I can feel the reverberation in my chest, my stomach. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to count to ten, but only get to two before I explode.

“You are such an asshole.”

Miles works the clutch and glances over at me. “And you,” he says, mimicking my voice, “are such a bitch.”

I want to slap him. I really, really want to slap him. Right across his stupid, smug face. My fingers curl, the sharp tips of my newly manicured nails biting into my flesh. I’m riled up, and I rarely get riled up. Or, if I do, I can at least control it. Push it down, so far down it eventually fades away. Out of side and out of mind. But now? It feels like I’m going to burst right out of my skin – pop like a bloody, fleshy balloon. Gross, I know. But the image of all that gore splattering over Miles and his prized car does make me feel a little bit better.

I open my mouth to retaliate, but before I can get a word out Miles twists the radio dial and more mullet rock floods the car, effectively cutting me off. It’s loud, so loud my ears throb. I cross my arms and slump back in my seat. Fine. If this is how he wants to play it, fine. I’m just going to sit here, be the bigger person, and ignore him.

By the time we pull up to his shop, I’m feeling a bit more like me. Cold, disengaged, untouchable. We don’t speak as Miles pulls the coolers from the trunk and settles them in the cargo haul of my Rover. I remain distant, keeping my face neutral as tosses me the keys.

His is expression is equally as impassive as he slaps an envelope in my hand. “I don’t have time to take care of this now. I’m fine with a check in the mail.”

“Fine.” I stick the bill in my purse, eager to be on my way. I’ve got shit to do and, because of this guy, I’m going to be late.

Miles heads back to his car as I round mine, pressing my palm into the tire and testing the pressure. It’s firm, and I sigh with relief. Relief of an unease I didn’t even realize I was feeling. I hate being dependent on other people – which is weird considering my living situation, I know. And, for two short hours this afternoon, my immediate future rested in the hands of an incorrigible mechanic.

Who is now pulling up next to me in his car.

Miles slows to a stop, rolls down his window, and peers up at me. His arm is resting casually on the door, and with his white T-shirt and old car he reminds me a bit of James Dean. A very uncool James Dean, of course. He shakes his head and chuckles.

I look down my nose at him, cross my arms. “What?”

“You, ah…” He pauses, like a thought just occurred to him. Laughing, his teeth bright against his tanned skin, he shakes his head. “You know what? Never mind.” He turns back toward the road and revs the engine. “It’s been real, Jenny.”

And on that note, he punches the gas and drives away. Dirt and gravel kick up from his tires, biting into my shins and literally leaving me in a cloud of dust.

I don’t even care. This afternoon – this horrendous, awful afternoon – is over, and all I want to do is relax at Ike’s, a champagne cocktail in one hand and a hot man wrapped around my finger on the other.

As I open my door and move to climb into my SUV, a beat-up truck rolls by, loud country music blaring from the cab. The driver slows down enough to honk and hoot an obnoxious cat call as he passes.

I flip him off, jump in, and slam the door. As I start the engine and prepare to back out of my spot, I look in the rearview mirror and freeze.

I’m still wearing the goddamn hairnet.

And then I realize why Miles was laughing.

I pull the white net off, my hair tumbling down over my sticky shoulders, and slam the Rover into reverse. The tires squeal as I turn the wheel and peel out of the parking lot.

Fuck Miles.

I’m angry. And I’m angry that I’m angry. Because I shouldn’t give a shit what Miles Wright thinks of me. He’s someone I’ll never see again. Ever. His trashy, dirty, blue-collar path will never, for as long as I live, cross mine.

But as I exit onto the highway and head for home, a weird feeling slips through my stomach, rises into my chest. It feels like butterflies. Butterflies flapping their wings so fast the frantic fluttering causes my breath to catch.

Because if I know anything to be true, it’s that Life has a funny way of kicking you when you’re already down.
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In the ten years we were together, Julian never hit me. Aside from the night I told him I was pregnant, he never laid a hand on me. In fact, after that night, he never touched me again.

Which hurt in an entirely different way.

He treated my pregnancy like a disease. Like I was filthy and contagious, and he needed to stay as far away from me as possible to avoid contamination. The only time he’d even come near me was when we were in public together, like at art shows or charity functions – events where his fans expected to see his adoring wife by his side. They oohed and ahhed as my belly grew bigger and bigger. The handsome artist and his beautiful wife… Oh, what a gorgeous baby it would be!

I’d hear the whispers. Put up with strangers’ hands on my stomach, the ones hoping to feel some sort of fluttering beat from the great Julian Kinraid’s child.

Will he be an artist like his father? Will she be as beautiful as her mother?

Their musings swirled around me like a cyclone, reminding me how much of my life this child was ripping away by its very existence.

I wanted to tell them all to fuck off.

It was my husband’s hands I wanted on my stomach. It was my husband’s words of assurance I needed to hear. As the weight piled on and my feet and ankles began to swell, I longed for his touch, his attention.

I begged for Julian. I pleaded with a god I didn’t even believe in to bring him back to me.

But all I got was silence. All I ever got was silence.
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Braden has small hands. Small hands with short, stubby fingers.

In my experience, that also means he has a short, stubby –

“Jen!”

Victoria snaps her fingers in front of my face, sharp bony clicks that set my teeth on edge. She knows I hate it, and that’s exactly why she does it. A best friend isn’t much of a best friend if she doesn’t know how to get on your nerves, right?

At least, that’s always been my experience.

Once she has my attention, she pauses. Makes me wait, as if I’m salivating to hear what she has to say.

I’m not.

So, I meet her gaze, take a lazy sip of my drink, and set my glass down. She knows the pecking order here. I don’t know why she insists on testing it. But it’s a childish game she tends to play when she’s drunk and her inhibitions are lowered. Unfortunately for her, it always makes her look like a needy, attention-seeking bimbo.

Once she has the attention of the table – which consists of the two of us and our dates – she curls her lips. To an outsider, it would appear like she’s smiling. But I know Victoria, and she doesn’t smile. She attacks.

And I know why she’s attacking. Her date, Trevor, has been giving me fuck-me eyes all night. Hasn’t even been trying to hide it. And it’s pissing her off.

Of course, I look fantastic. You’d never guess I spent the latter part of the afternoon slumming it in a soup kitchen. My red, wrap-around top is so dangerously low cut it dips down well below my breasts. The material is silk and hangs just loose enough to keep the look classy rather than slutty. A rectangle pendant hangs on a gold chain and rests between my cleavage, and I know it’s having the desired effect because it’s what pervert Trevor has been staring at for most of the evening.

Granted, it’s all wasted in a dump like this – a dive bar the guys insisted we stop in for a few drinks before moving on to Ike’s. Bill’s or Barnie’s or Bert’s or something.  Now, two hours later, we’re still here.

I relax my expression and try to appear bored while I wait for whatever assault she’s about to throw. I’m rarely caught with my guard down, so her strikes never usually hit their intended target. (Aside from the shit that went down with Clark screwing a stripper, that is. Bitch hit the nail on the head with that one.) I trail my fingers along my glass, the condensation from my Jack and Coke pearling on the cool surface. Trevor seems hypnotized by the movement, his eyes straying from Victoria to my fingers. He’s practically drooling, and I can’t help the small smile that slips to the surface. Not that Trevor is my type – he’s in pharmaceutical sales and way too much of a sweet talking sleazeball for my taste – but a win is a win. Everything is a competition, after all.

Everything.

Victoria’s eyes dart between us, her lips pursed. Her platinum locks look mussed, like they always do after she’s had a few drinks and can’t keep her hands out of her hair. Running her fingers through it is her way of flirting, and she’s had to work overtime with Trevor tonight. “So,” she says, baring her teeth, “is Emilia home with your parents?”

I recognize this play and, sad to say, am a little disappointed. Bringing up Emilia is a tactic she uses when we meet new men. Men who may be turned off by a woman with a five-year old kid. I take another drink, run my tongue over my lower lip before I answer. “No. She’s with a sitter. My parents are in Des Moines celebrating Senator Pirog and his wife’s anniversary, actually.”

Boring Braden, who is blonde and bland and the total opposite of his cousin, perks up. “Senator John Pirog?”

I nod, and Victoria scowls. “John and his wife are great friends of the family. My parents have known them for years.” I shrug like it’s no big deal. “In fact, Shirley’s like a second mother to me.”

Victoria leans forward, forearms on the table and bony shoulders practically touching her ears. Her green tank top has a wet spot near her boob and a few flakes of mascara dot the skin beneath her eyes. “Why aren’t you there then? Hmm? Celebrating with them?”

Because Trevor wouldn’t go out with you tonight unless you found a date for his boring, chubby cousin and you begged me to come.

She’s reaching, which sort of makes me feel sorry for her. It’s obvious Trevor has very little interest in her, at least when I’m around, and she’s desperate to regain the upper hand. Victoria doesn’t have the best luck with men. Not that she isn’t pretty, with her heart-shaped face, golden tan, and trim figure. But it’s in a fake, plastic way. I think the only person she ever truly wanted was my brother, and now he’s marrying someone else.

“It was a last-minute engagement,” I say, smiling to show I’m not thrown by her curveball. “I didn’t have time to rearrange my schedule.”

She throws her head back and laughs. When she meets my eyes again, there’s victory. “What schedule, Jen? The one where you shop all day? Or the one where you lay around your parents’ pool and flirt with the gardener?” She shakes her head and lifts her glass. I notice the red polish on one of her nails is chipped. “My schedule,” she mimics, taking a sip. “Sweetie, you’re cute.”

Braden chuckles. “Where can I get a job like that?” Trevor just winks at me and returns his attention to my cleavage, like I’m a piece of meat.

My insides boil. Like she should talk. Victoria shows up at her mother’s bridal boutique as a consultant three to four times a month, tops. “Actually, I have a job interview tomorrow.” The lie flies out of my mouth before I can stop it.

Victoria about spits out her drink. “Wh-… I mean, wow. That’s great!” she gushes. Her enthusiasm sounds forced, mechanical. She hasn’t mastered false flattery the way I have. “I didn’t even know you were looking. What’s the job?”

My mind races to come up with something. Usually I don’t have a problem; lies tend to slip from my tongue easier than the truth. But now, I feel flustered. Like I did earlier with Miles.

Just thinking about him makes my blood boil even more. Fortunately, my ex-husband taught me all about using anger to my advantage, and when the falsehood drips from my lips, I almost believe it myself. “It’s more of a consult than an interview, really.” I flip my hair over my shoulder and lean forward a bit, pushing my cleavage together and giving Trevor a better glimpse of what he’s been drooling over the last two hours. I’m being a borderline tease, I admit. But I’ve got the upper hand back, so I’m feeling feisty. “I’m meeting with a company that’s recently changed hands and desperately needs a new look.”

Braden stares at me, a new appreciation in his gaze. Apparently Boring Braden prefers brains over beauty. “Ah, so you’re an advertising consultant. Where did you study?”

Study is a loose term for what I did in college. “I studied in Chicago. The School at the Art Institute. Graduated with a Bachelor of Fine Arts, with an emphasis in studio.”

Trevor licks his lips. “Artists,” he says, drawing the word out. His voice sounds husky, like he’s working his way to orgasm. “You’re a wild bunch, aren’t you?” He leans back in his chair and rubs his chin, cocks his head. “Uninhibited, am I right?”

I reach down and rub my pendant between my thumb and forefinger. “Oh, you have no idea.”

The desire emanating from Trevor is palpable, and even though I don’t return the sentiment, I bask in the attention. There’s no better feeling than having a man under your complete control.

Victoria slaps her hand on the table, making poor Braden jump. “Shots!” she announces. “We need shots. Trev, snag the waitress.”

Ugh. Shots. I rarely do them. Buzzed is one thing, but being flat-out drunk is another. I like to keep my wits about me, not look like an ass who can’t control her liquor. Plus, there’s nothing sexy about a woman slurring her words and vomiting on your shoes.

Trevor waves the waitress over and orders four shots of whiskey, paying for it with a crisp fifty and telling her – loudly, so everyone at the table can hear – to keep the change. While we wait, Braden tries to engage me in small talk about his job – he’s a budget analyst for the City, yawn – and I try to look interested.

Maybe I will take that shot…

Just as the drinks arrive, my phone buzzes. It’s not a number I recognize, so I let it go to voice mail. Victoria insists on a cheer, so we clink our glasses together before tossing them back. The liquid burns on its way down, a trail of fire in my throat that spreads warmly throughout my chest. I glance over at Braden, whose pale face has turned a blotchy red, and snicker. He presses his lips together and swallows back a gag.

“Not a whiskey drinker, I take it?”

Braden shakes his head, his face reddening even more.

My phone goes off again, vibrating against the table top. It’s the same unknown number, but I’m feeling sort of lax and mushy from the shot so I pick it up this time. The first thing I hear is sniffling and a far-away, squeaky little voice. “Grandma?”

Any sense of looseness I gained from the shot dissolves. My shoulders tense.

“Jen?” And then, softer, “No, honey. I’m calling your mom.”

I sigh. Emilia’s sitter. “Yes, this is Jen. Just give me a sec.” Getting up, I waggle my phone and motion toward the back of the room where, behind a set of double doors, a short hallway leads to the restrooms. Once through, the noise dimmed down to a dull roar, I press the phone back to me ear. “What can I do for you?”

Mary Jo swallow before she speaks. I’ve never met her, but my mom has been using her for the last year and raves about her. Someone she met through a friend of a friend after Emilia’s previous sitter – the old bag who used to watch Fox and me when we were kids – fell and broke her hip. Apparently, Mary Jo is young and fun and doesn’t have to worry about crumbling bones any time soon. From what I understand, Emilia adores her.

“It’s MJ… I mean, Mary Jo. Emilia’s sitter? I’m so sorry to bother you.” Her voice quivers, the nerves in her apology obvious.

She pauses, and I realize she’s waiting for me to speak. “Fine. It’s fine.” Underneath the assurance, though, a layer of exasperation bleeds through. I clear my throat. “What’s going on?”

Again, little squeaks in the background. “But I” – sniffle – “want” – sniffle – “Grandma!”

“Emilia’s sick.”

Shit.

I lean my shoulder against the wall, hug my waist.

“She woke up about hour ago and threw up. No fever, but the poor thing is clammy and miserable. She’s definitely got a bug of some sort.”

The doors open behind me, and the chatter from the bar briefly enters the hallway. A man walks past – white t-shirt and dark jeans – and heads toward the Men’s room. I admire his broad shoulders for a second before turning my attention back to the matter at hand.

My daughter is sick. And I don’t feel a goddamn thing but annoyed.

The doors open again, the raucous filling the small space and rushing over Mary Jo’s words. “… home.”

I cover my free ear with one hand. “It’s loud in here. Can you repeat that?”

“Emilia wants to go home. And I think it might be a good idea. I know your parents were planning to pick her up tomorrow afternoon, but… She’s just so upset, and I think it’s making her feel even worse. I haven’t been able to calm her down…” Mary Jo’s voice trails off. “I’m so sorry for asking, but do you think you could come over and pick her up? I just… I think she’d feel better at home. In her own bed. I’m sorry,” she says again.

You should be sorry, I want to say. You’re a babysitter and you can’t handle a sick kid?

I feel a presence at my back, one that smells like musky cologne and whiskey, and glance over my shoulder. Trevor is standing close enough that I can feel the heat from his body. He brushes the back of his fingers over my upper arm, feathering them against my bare skin. His touch gives me chills, although not the good kind. He’s tall and muscular, and for a moment he reminds me of Julian – his size, the dark features – though he’s nowhere near as good-looking. The smile that slithers across his face is slippery and anything but sweet.

I raise my brows and give him a what the fuck look, but the asshole is so full of himself he doesn’t get the message. Instead he moves closer, presses himself against me. Sliding his hand over mine, he gently pulls it away from my ear and leans down, his lips brushing my hair. “You coming back soon or what, huh?” His voice is a silky whisper, bathing my cheek in a warm breath.

I try to edge away, but Trevor snakes his arm around my waist. In the background, Emilia’s sniffles escalate to sobs.

“I’ll text you my address,” Mary Jo offers.

Trevor thrusts his hips against my ass, hard on throbbing at full mast.

Gag.

Victoria’s my ride, and there’s no way she’s going to want to leave to pick up a sick child. “Look, I don’t exactly have a ride…”

But Mary Jo doesn’t hear me thanks to the retching sounds Emilia is starting to make between sobs. In the background I hear, “Hang on, sweetie. Your mom’s coming.”

In an effort to get away from Trevor, I turn my body toward the wall. But now I feel blocked in. When I shove back against him, trying to shake him off, he takes it the wrong way and pulls me closer. “Or,” he murmurs, sliding his hands to my hips and swaying against me, “we could just stay back here.”

I twist around and push my palm into his chest. But I might as well be pushing against the wall for all the good it does.

Mary Jo comes back on the line, and she sounds exhausted. “So I’ll see you soon, then?”

Trevor’s mouth finds my ear, and he sounds excited. “You’ve been driving me crazy all night…”

Emilia’s belly sobs in the background rise to a shriek. “G’ma!”

And then, just as I’m about to lose it, the door to men’s room opens and a much too familiar face steps out.

Miles.

Miles the Mechanic.

Miles fucking Wright.

Miles, who set the tone for this whole horrible evening when he left me at that soup kitchen for two hours.

His eyes widen when he sees me, and I’d laugh at his comical deer-caught-in-headlights look if every single thing around me wasn’t falling apart right now.

“Trevor,” I hiss, “get the fuck off –”

Someone pushes through the doors, the noise from the bar swirling in around us.

“Bitch!”

Trevor shoves me away, my skull smacks against the wall, and Miles’s head whips towards the door.

Victoria.

A tinny voice in my ear. “Jen? Are you there?”

You have got to me kidding me.
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“Do you ever have a dull moment?”

“Go to Hell.”

Miles smirks. “I would, but isn’t that your final destination?”

Any hope of cajoling Victoria for a ride to Mary Jo’s is long gone. Evaporated the moment she stormed out of the hallway, a sniveling Trevor in her wake.

“Hello? Are you there?”

Mary Jo’s voice floats up from my phone, which is clutched in my hand and hanging limply by my side. I would normally tell her to just deal with it, but if word got back to my parents that I left my sick, distressed daughter with her stressed babysitter, I’d never hear the end of it. In fact, it may just be the ammunition they need to cut me off for good. I bring the cell to my ear, sighing. “Yeah, okay. I’ll figure something out.” I end the call, lean back against the wall, and close my eyes.

I would call Fox, but he’s in Scotland.

Or maybe Jason. But I haven’t seen him since my parents’ masquerade ball last Halloween, and we’re the sort of friends that usually only call each other for one thing, anyway.

And… That’s it. I have no one else.

My eyes pop open when I realize this, and I notice that Miles is still here.

“Well, Jenny” he says, dipping his chin and tipping an imaginary hat. “I’d say it’s been a pleasure but… It hasn’t.”

As he saunters away, I get an idea.

“Wait!”

Miles pauses, takes a breath, and half turns. “Why do I have the feeling I’m going to regret not walking through those doors and leaving you here?”

I don’t even bother with putting on an act. This guy can sense my bullshit. Can probably smell it a mile away. For some reason, he doesn’t just see through me. He sees into me. Knows my nastiness and my spite and my meanness. Sees past my perfectly honed exterior to my darker parts. The tainted, ruined person that I am.

But he, on the other hand, is a good person. Annoying, yes. But largely good.

And maybe I can take advantage of that.

“So, Casanova,” I say, pushing away from the wall. “How’s the date going?”

Miles shoves his hands in his pockets. He hesitates, and for a second I’m sure he’s going to ignore me and walk back into the bar. But then he releases a pent-up breath. “It’s more a group thing, really.”

“Betsy made it sound like more.”

“Yeah, well Betsy wants it to be more. More than what it is.” He shifts his weight. “At least for now.” He says this last part softly, like he’s speaking only to himself.

“So, you’re not technically on a date?”

“No, not technically.” He closes his eyes and lets his head fall back. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, and he doesn’t even bother looking at me when he asks, “What do you want?”

Short and to the point. Fine. That’s how this relationship is going to work. Because I guess now we have a relationship.

We do not have a relationship.

“So, look.” I take a deep breath and rush on. “I need a ride.”

Miles laughs. Turns to face me. He shakes his head, his expression incredulous. “Man. You really have no shame, do you?”

I shrug. “Apparently not. At least lately, anyway.”

He arches a brow. “What? Did you break your car again?”

“Wow. A mechanic and a comedian? Aren’t you multi-talented?”

“Sweetheart, you have no idea.”

There’s an edge to his voice, a husky undertone that gives me chills. And not the repulsive kind that Trevor gave me earlier. I shake them off because A, I have bigger things to deal with – like a sick kid and parents who could potentially disown me if they learn I left their beloved grandchild to suffer through the flu in the babysitter’s house all night.

And B, it’s Miles. Meaning I’d rather sleep with Boring Braden than get wet over the smartass standing in front of me.

I glance at the clock on my phone and notice Mary Jo texted her address over five minutes ago. Time is ticking away, and an image of an hour glass pops into my mind; the sand slipping smooth and far too fast through the center.

And once again, my future lies in the hands of Miles fucking Wright.

I don’t try to induce tears or feed him some sob story. He wouldn’t buy my act, and then I’d be screwed. Instead, I tell him the only thing he will buy.

The truth.
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“What kind of car is this, anyway?”

Streetlights flash across the interior, bright lights that throw shadows over Miles’s face and make him look older than he really is. He doesn’t take his eyes off the road when he answers. In fact, he doesn’t look at me much, period. At least, not in the way most guys do.

But, of course, there’s a reason for that.

“It’s a Dodge Charger. ’68.”

I nod. And once again we lapse into silence. Aside from the occasional “turn here” when I relay the Google Map directions to Mary Jo’s, we haven’t said much since we left the bar.

He doesn’t seem thrilled to be here. Not that I care. I could give a shit about his feelings. I just need to get Emilia back home, tuck her into bed, and look like the doting mother that I most certainly am… not.

The radio hums softly in the background, a stark contrast to the obnoxious cacophony he had playing in his shop earlier today. Still mullet rock, but quiet mullet rock. This I can handle.

I send a quick text to Mary Jo, letting her know we’re almost there.

“So, how old’s your daughter?

“Hmmm? Oh. Five. She’ll be six in October.”

I glance at Miles out of the corner of my eye and see him nod. The fact that he’s doing this – left his group of friends, not to mention his date – still boggles my mind. What are his motives? I mean, he has to have them, right? Everyone does. People don’t just give away something – their time – for nothing. I sure as hell don’t. And not many people I’ve met do, either. Except for my family, that is – my parents and Fox. Even my grandfather, when he was alive. All their goodness makes my rottenness look extra bad.

Black sheep of the family with a black heart. That’s me.

“Hopefully George wasn’t too pissed you had to take off.” I say this because I’m nosy. And because, when we left, he said good-bye to his friends and didn’t even introduce me. Of the group of eight, there were five guys and I couldn’t help but try to figure out which one was Miles’s love interest. For some reason, I’m curious about his type. He didn’t linger with any of them long; in fact, the only person he hugged goodbye was a curvy blonde with a perky nose, big tits, and legs that went on for days. Unlike Victoria, this blonde was a natural beauty – simple makeup, casual t-shirt and shorts. Gorgeous without trying. I hated her on the spot.

“George…” He sighs. “George pretty much has a heart of gold.”

“I guess it helped that you were leaving with a woman.” I glance down at my phone, realizing we’re nearing the turn to Mary Jo’s street.

Miles slants his eyes my way, his gaze questioning. “Why would that –”

“Turn, turn!” I throw my arm up, pointing left.

Miles swears and cranks the wheel, the tires squealing as he turns us onto Dearborn Lane.

It’s a neighborhood full of older homes – little square yards and big, overgrown trees with long limbs that drip over the road. As I peer up at the houses, looking for the correct address, I can only hope this chick had the good sense to turn on her porchlight. All the trees are blocking out the light of the moon, leaving the numbers on the houses in shadow. “There,” I say, spotting the one I’m looking for. “On the right.”

We pull to a stop in front of a large duplex. Ivy hugs the brick exterior, and a long sidewalk lined with thick bushes leads to the two front doors. The one on the left is Mary Jo’s, and she does, in fact, have the porchlight on.

I sit in the car for moment, staring up the walk. Like anything that has to do with my daughter, it takes a while for me to get in the groove.

Miles drums his fingers on the steering wheel. “You going in, or are you waiting for Christmas?”

When I don’t answer, he rolls his eyes and gets out. “Where are you go –” He slams the door in my face, and I growl. Flinging mine open, I stomp around to where he’s disappeared behind the Charger. He’s rooting around in the trunk, the muscles under his shirt flexing with the movement.

“What are you doing?”

He straightens, a black and red checkered blanket in his hands, and looks at me funny. “I’m making a bed in the backseat.”

“Oh.” I prop my hands on my hips. Look up at the duplex. Sigh. “Fine. Okay. I’ll be right out.”

Mary Jo is waiting by the door, and when I enter I see Emilia curled up on the couch, wrapped in blankets and looking pale.

“Poor thing,” Mary Jo says, her eyes big and green and sad. Her curly red hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and her University of Iowa t-shirt hangs boxy and unbecoming on her curvy frame. Her sweat shorts are also Hawkeye flavored, and her white tube socks are pulled halfway up her calves. She has to be around twenty, although she exudes an innocence I lost somewhere around fourteen. I remember my mom saying something about her having to leave college, and only briefly wonder what her story is. I eye her as she casts a worried gaze at Emilia, her black hipster glasses sliding halfway down her nose as she frowns. “I’ve been giving her small sips of water and taking her temperature, like, every ten minutes. So far, no fever. But I figured you’d know more about what she needs.” She shrugs. “I just Googled that stuff.”

I nod. She did better than I would have. I’m about to go home and google the shit out of Google.

“Momma?” Emilia’s voice is faint, her little arms wrapped around an old stuffed dog my brother gave her when she was two. Mallory or Melonie or… Molly, that’s it.

I smile. I will it to reach my eyes, reflect in my voice.

But it doesn’t.

“Are you ready to go home?”

She sniffles. Nods. “Are we going to see Grandma?” she asks, sliding out of her blankets and off the couch. She clutches her dog to her chest and shivers. Mary Jo is immediately at her side, wrapping one of the blankets back around her shoulders.

Shit. That’s probably something I should have done.

I heave her backpack over my shoulder and take her hand. It’s clammy, and for the first time since learning she was sick, I feel like freaking out. Fortunately, Emilia’s always been a pretty healthy child, only ever falling truly ill once when she was two. But back then, my mom was around – buzzing like a bee, offering to help. And since I was having issues of my own at the time, I let her. I let her feed Emilia, take her temperature, change her bedding, monitor her fluid intake, and kiss away the tears – and only half listened when she tried to show me how to do it all.

At the time, I didn’t want to be a mother. I didn’t want to be much of anything other than the one thing I no longer was – Julian’s wife.

“Grandma’s out of town.” My voice is snappy, sort of like my mood. I inhale, exhale. “But we’re going home and you can see her tomorrow, alright? And wait until you see the car we’re riding in. It’s so cool, and I got you your very own chauffer, too. Isn’t that neat?”

She just looks up at me, eyes droopy.  She doesn’t care about a cool car or a chauffer. She’s a kid. A sick kid who wants her mother.

No. Wait. She doesn’t want her mother. She wants her grandmother – who’s more of a mother to her than her real one.

I don’t feel shame when I think this. Because shame is beyond me. Shame is my past, not my present. And certainly not my future. I am who I am. We are who we are. My relationship with my daughter is the way it is. And I’m good with that.

I am.

I am.

I am.

I am…

“Woah.” Mary Jo’s voice rips into my thoughts. Thoughts that were spiraling somewhere I didn’t want them to go. I’d hug her if I was that sort of person. But I’m not.

You’re a cold bitch, Jen Malone.

“That is a cool car.” She’s standing just outside of her front door, arms wrapped around her waist and staring down the walk at the Charger. Miles is leaning against the door, and when he sees us, he waves. Mary Jo swallows, gives a nervous little squeak, and offers a quick wave back. “Is that your boyfriend?”

I roll my eyes as I urge Emilia through the door. “God, no.”

Mary Jo’s sigh is dreamy. “He’s cute.”

I don’t respond.

“You feel better, Emilia,” she says, ruffling my daughter’s dark hair.

Emilia offers a weak little wave. “’Bye, MJ.”

And suddenly I notice how soft her voice is. She’s usually loud – so loud I cringe when she speaks, my muscles tensing from the back of my head all the way down to my shoulders. But now, her words are barely above a whisper.

I’m almost halfway down the walk when a thought hits me. “Shit – I mean, shoot,” I say, turning around. “I forgot to pay you. My purse is in the car. Give me a sec and I’ll –”

But Mary Jo is already shaking her head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m watching Emilia next week, and Judy can just pay me then.” She smiles and slips back inside.

As we approach the car, Miles steps aside and opens the door. His expression when he smiles down at Emilia is sweet, not the cold gaze of loathing I usually get from him.

Emilia stops and looks up at me, her eyes questioning. “Who’s that?” she loud whispers.

“No one,” I say, moving her along, “I mean, that’s just…”

But Miles has already squatted down, forearm resting on one knee. “I’m Miles.” He amps his smile up a notch and I notice that, at full wattage, it’s actually a pretty killer one. “And you must be…” He taps his fingers to his lips, discreetly studying her Disney pajamas. “Snow White?”

And… I’ve just lost my daughter.

Emilia beams, as much as a sick child suffering from the stomach flu can, and looks up at me. Because of her deep blue eyes, raven hair, and red lips, my brother jokingly started referring to her as Snow White a few years back, cementing that Disney princess as her favorite Disney princess of all time. Not kidding. I once tried to put her in an Ariel sweater dress and she threw a fit.

I place my hand on her head. Is it my imagination, or is she starting to feel too warm? “This is Emilia. And this,” I wave toward Miles, “is your chauffer for the evening.”

Miles grins and hops up. He drops into a deep bow, eliciting a small smile from Emilia. He swings his arm toward the car, where he’s tucked the blanket into the crevice of the back seat. And I don’t know where he got it or why he had it in his trunk, but he’s even propped a pillow along the opposite side of the bench. “Ladies first.”

Emilia bites her lip and climbs in. “What’s a chofer?”

“A chauffer,” Miles says, poking his head in after her, “is someone who drives you anywhere you want to go.” He reaches in and re-adjusts the blanket around her. “You comfortable back here, Snow?”

She runs her fingers over the blanket’s felt, offers up a weak smile, and nods. Then, “Momma?”

Miles steps back so I can peek in. “Yes?”

“Are you gonna ride back here with me?”

I wasn’t planning to. Hadn’t given it much thought, really. And then I think about something I’m shocked I didn’t think about before. Drawing back, I turn to Miles. There’s actual worry in my voice, a disgust that practically makes me want to gag. “What if she gets sick on the way?”

Miles mistakenly thinks I’m showing concern for his car – which I’m not, the concern is for me – and winks. “Then you, Princess, can clean it up.”

“Mom? Momma?” Emilia. She sounds so small, so fragile.

There’s no way out of this.

“Yes, I’m coming. Slide over.”

I stick a foot in the back and climb in. Miles starts to shut the door behind me when he pauses, bends down, and looks me in the eye. “Besides,” he says, his voice so low only I can hear, “seeing you covered in vomit would be the cherry – the cherry – on my night.”

I don’t have time to check my expression. The shock that slides over my features is like an avalanche, crumbling my façade of indifference and giving him the exact reaction he wants.

He whistles as he shuts the door.
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I’m not sure if Julian was ever really faithful to me. But of all his girls, I was the one he liked best. The one he married. So that counted for something.

Our relationship started the day we met – my first day of college, which also happened to be my first day in his class. I entered his studio, knowing next to nothing about him and annoyed I had to take sculpting in the first place when, at the time, all I wanted to do was paint. Sculpting was my brother’s bag, not mine. My high school guidance counselor, who pitched a tent in his pants anytime I went into see him, let me take whatever classes I wanted. But my college guidance counselor – a hippie with long gray hair and a hideous collection of tie-dyed skirts – was a woman. And not beguiled by flattery. She was an adamant believer that an artist should be well-rounded and, against my wishes, signed me up for Intro to Sculpting with the promise it would “broaden my horizons.” As I sat fuming in her office, she lectured me that the thing I resisted the most was probably the thing I needed the most.

Turns out the old hag was right.

I needed Julian from the very start.

As someone who put herself first before anyone else, I suddenly found myself rearranging my life to fit Julian’s schedule. I was captivated by him – his intensity, his looks, his passion. It wasn’t long before I grew to love sculpting – although whether it was due to the craft itself or Julian’s attention, I’m still not sure. I ignored all other disciplines, focusing instead on the art of wooing Julian Kinraid.

I still remember the first time I laid eyes on him. He stomped into the studio, covered in sweat and clay from his current project, and informed us all that since we were taking time away from his art we’d better be prepared to give him our best. “Or,” he said, somehow making eye contact with each and every one of us at once, “your asses can get the fuck out right now.” His eyes lingered on me the longest.

I loved how forceful he was, how confident he felt in his very skin. He said what he wanted to say with no thought of how it affected those around him. I related to him in that aspect, and it seemed I’d finally found someone worthy enough of my attention. For the first time in my life, I had a crush – a swoon-worthy, heart fluttering, lost-to-everything-but-him school-girl crush.

He was ten years older than me, but I didn’t care. That just made him all the more appealing.

The first time I kissed my professor was two weeks later. I’d just turned eighteen and, as a birthday present, my older roommate scored me a fake ID so we could go clubbing. A group of us got dolled up and hit the bars with the sort of enthusiasm one only has when young and set free for the first time. It wasn’t until the last bar of the evening – a dimly lit pub with deep leather booths and mahogany furnishings polished to a shine – that we ran into Julian. He was with a few friends who, after a quiet word from him, swept my friends out to the club next door to dance. I was just moving to leave with them when I felt his hand encircle my wrist. His grip was firm, the heat from his touch burning as he pulled me down next to him in the booth. I sunk back in the plush leather, relishing the feel of his body next to mine. He was wearing a black button-up with black slacks and black, square-toed boots. All of that with his black hair, black beard, and black eyes, and he looked every part the devil I knew he was.

And he was big, so big – I felt the power radiate off him and cling to me. To crush or protect, it didn’t matter. And I didn’t care.

Back then, I foolishly believed I could handle him.

When he asked what we were celebrating and I told him it was my birthday and that I’d just turned eighteen, something in his eyes shifted. A flicker, a release of sorts. Like a dam had broken, and everything in his soul came spilling out for me to see. His hands, those powerful tools he used to twist and grind and force form into art, reached up and cupped my face. “Finally,” he murmured.

And then he kissed me.
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Emilia’s flu lasted a full twenty-four hours.

Twenty-four hours of vomit and tears and round-the-clock care. I napped in a chair by her bed, my feet propped up on an ottoman and my check resting on my shoulder, causing a kink in my neck that lasted for days. My parents decided to extend their stay in Des Moines, leaving me and Emilia alone throughout the weekend. When my father called to tell me, I admit I acted a bit like my five-year old daughter – expressing my irritation and begging them to come home with a bitter whine in my voice and a stomp of my foot. I needed help with Emilia, and my parents were just… abandoning me.

It’s no secret that I’m a daddy’s girl. And while he usually gives in when I ask for something, this time he didn’t.

For the first time in my life, I felt the full effect of being a single parent. An exhaustion I hadn’t experienced since Emilia was born hovered around the edges of my vision, blurring reality and making my movements seem thick and gummy. I couldn’t concentrate, I didn’t shower. And later, when I felt the first bit of queasy unease ripple through my own stomach and my parents still weren’t home, I cursed my ex-husband.

Emilia was well on the mend by the time my parents returned, leaving me the only sick person in the house. My mom walked through the door, took one look at me, and sent me to bed along with one of the glasses of flat ginger ale I’d been coaxing Emilia to drink all weekend. I slept for a good twelve hours straight, a deep and sweaty sleep where I dreamed I was stuck in a windowless room with a door that would shrink every time I tried to go through it.

Now, it’s my first day out of bed and I’m ravenous. My mom brought over a fresh batch of her homemade chicken noodle soup sometime during night, and I know I’ve kicked the flu because I’m craving it before my head even leaves the pillow. I shuffle my way into the guest house’s tiny kitchen, pour a bowl, and sip on a glass of ginger ale while waiting for the microwave to do its thing.  When I plunge my spoon into the thick noodles and swallow my first bite, I moan. It tastes amazing, although it’s not something I usually indulge in because of the carbs. (That shit will go straight to your thighs.) But as I’ve probably dropped more than a few pounds over the course of the last four days, I’m willing to risk it. I continue to shovel in bite after bite while sitting at my small kitchen table and checking my phone for messages. There are a few from people I could care less about, none from Victoria (not that I’m shocked), and one from Braden (of which I am shocked to see) apologizing for his cousin’s behavior. Seems even he knows Trevor’s a douche. Again, I wonder what Victoria sees in that guy. And then, remembering my past, realize we can all be a little blinded when it comes to love. Or, at the very least, lust.

I’m still not sure if what Julian and I had was love or lust. It couldn’t have been love. Otherwise we’d still be together, right?

And with this question on my mind, I do something I haven’t done in years.

I google my ex-husband.

Maybe it’s the dehydration. Or the fact that I’ve been shut away from the world for close to a week and reality seems so far away it can’t possibly hurt me. Or maybe it has to do with the fact that, for the first time in a long time, I acted like a real honest to goodness mother to my daughter. Our daughter.

Whatever the reason, when the first image of him pops up on my screen, my breath catches. I haven’t looked at a photo of him in ages. Granted, I see Emilia’s face every day. And while she has my trademark blue eyes, the rest of her is all him – the bridge of her forehead, the slope of her nose, the shape of her chin.

Sometimes, when she catches me off guard, seeing her is like a punch to the gut.

When I discovered I was pregnant, he tried to tell me she wasn’t his. That I was just a slut who slept around and he had no intention of raising someone else’s child. Of course, even he knew that wasn’t true; the way the muscle in his jaw twitched revealed the lie in his accusation. Julian knew how enamored, how very devoted, I was to him. He just didn’t want kids. Period. He threatened a paternity test after delivery, and I would have laughed if I hadn’t felt like I was going insane. When I readily agreed to it, he stormed out of the house and I didn’t see him for a week.

Intent on torturing myself, I scroll through the images, occasionally clicking on and skimming one of the articles gushing over his remarkable talent. Apparently, he hasn’t slowed down since we split; he’s pumping out new pieces right and left. A few blog posts briefly mention me, and I’m surprised to see I’m still on their radar. Then again, I am part of his past. I made him what he is.

He looks older, of course, but age has only added to his appeal. The maturity reflects in his eyes, the gray that’s just beginning to feather in around his temples. More recent shots show his beard neat and trimmed whereas years ago he wore it full and wild. I notice he’s also started wearing glasses; back when we were married he always wore contacts. Judging by the photos, it appears a trail of women paraded in and out of his life over the years – blondes, mostly. But the most recent one, a dancer with the Joffrey Ballet, has been with him for just under a year. Her name is Alyona Smirnov, and the bitch looks a little like me – minus a few years. According to several websites, she has a brilliant career as a principle dancer with the company; there are almost as many photos of her splashed over the internet as Julian. A more recent article mentioned she hasn’t been taking on as many roles as she once did and speculates it’s due to her choosing to spend more time with her “true love.”

I bet it is.

Julian is still gorgeous. Handsome in a raw, rugged way. I can still see the devil in his eyes, read the arrogant sneer behind his megawatt smile. His life hasn’t stalled because we divorced. Not like mine has. Not like I let it. He’s moving on, still successful and, from the way it looks, becoming more so by the day.

But me? I’m washing away into nothingness. A forgotten blip in his radar.

I am beautiful.

And I am…

I am…

I…

…

 

 

 

I am nothing.
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I’m sitting in The Lyon’s Den Café, a Jimmy Choo heel dangling from one foot and on my second week of job hunting when my phone beeps with a text from Victoria. It’s been three weeks since The Incident, and this is the first time she’s contacted me.

Bitch. That’s it.

Cunt I type back, one-upping her.

Drinks this weekend?

Fine, I reply. Ike’s. I don’t ask, I tell.

She’s quick to respond. Duh.

And just like that, we’re friends again. This is how it always goes. She gets mad at me for a couple weeks, then comes crawling back because I’m the cat’s meow and being seen with me enhances her image times a hundred.

We have a love-hate relationship.

I drop my phone on the table, turn my attention back to my laptop, and scowl. The responses from the job postings I’ve applied to have been wretched, at best. Most flat out rejected my resume, forwarding back some generic email claiming I wasn’t an appropriate fit for their company but they wished me the best of luck on my continued job search. Blah, blah, blah and fuck off, basically. The most recent response I clicked on this morning was pretty much the same – although this place added salt into the wound by suggesting I check out their ad for receptionist.

Um, yeah. No thanks.

I sigh and shut my lap top. Sip my chai tea and discreetly study the other patrons. Assess their attire, their ages, their potential careers… They all seem busy, noses nearly pressed to their phones or shoulders hunched over laptops, typing away like the survival of mankind depends on their work.

I hate them. I hate them because they have success – or, at least, a success they’re working toward – and I don’t.

Okay. Maybe I set my goals too high. Then again, I went to college. I have a degree. A four-year Bachelor’s from a highly respected school. I shouldn’t have to debase myself by accepting a demeaning entry level position that some uneducated schmuck could do. Granted, I haven’t exactly worked anywhere since… Well, since…

Okay. So it’s been more than a few years since I’ve actually had a job. And my resume just might be a tiny bit weak.

But you’d think my fucking degree would count for something.

I swallow back the rest of my tea, the anger flaring in me like a fire I can’t control. It heats my cheeks and makes my eyes burn. And for about the millionth time since looking at those photos of Julian, I feel shame.

I am beautiful. But I am nothing.

When I reach into my purse for my keys, my fingers brush an envelope, the sharp edge poking into the soft pad of my thumb and making me wince. When I pull it out, I realize it’s the bill from Miles. Back when he fixed my tire. Three whole weeks ago.

Shit.

With everything that happened that night – Victoria and Trevor, Emilia getting sick and then me getting sick – I’d forgotten about it. The last few weeks I’ve been preoccupied with all the conflicting emotions that looking up Julian brought on – seeing him so successful and discovering he’s in a relationship with a fucking prima ballerina for Christ’s sake. Time didn’t freeze for him like it did for me.

He’s something. And I’m nothing.

And I can’t be nothing anymore.

I can’t.

Sliding my finger under the envelope’s flap, I rip it open. The only bill inside is the one from the parts store, an invoice Miles already paid when he picked up my tire. Which means he only intends to charge me for the part and not for his service. And for some reason, this pisses me off. What gives him the right to be Holier Than Thou, huh? It’s like he’s rubbing the fact that he’s the better person in my face.

Asshole.

Before I know it, I’m in my Rover and driving toward the shitty part of town. Toward the one place I never thought I’d step foot in again.

Wright Auto Repair.

Invoice in hand, I push through the door, the click of my stilettos muffled by the layer of grime on the floor. Of course, there’s no one behind the counter. I don’t bother waiting; been there, done that. Instead, I blow past the overweight guy sitting in the waiting room who’s dressed in a power suit and oinking into his cell about his prostrate exam and burst through the counter’s swinging doors. When I step into the garage, however, I slow my pace. Lord knows I don’t want an experience like last time. Picking my way over grease puddles and oil slicks and random piles of grit, I swing my head around, looking for Miles. When I see his legs sticking out from under a cherry red sedan, I make my way over and kick him in his shin.

“Hey! What the…”

There’s a dull clunk as his head makes contact with something on the vehicle’s undercarriage. He curses and rolls out from underneath, his back resting on some sort of flatbed with wheels. When he sees me, he curses. Again.

I glare down at him, waving the invoice. “What the hell is this?”

“Well what do ya know?” he says, pushing off the floor and rising. “The deadbeat decided to pay her bill.” He grabs a rag from his pocket and wipes his hands. He’s wearing thick plastic safety glasses with black frames, and the dorky lenses make him look even more nerdy than he already is.

And – ugh – he’s even more of a mess than he was the first time I saw him.

“You’re unbelievable,” I spat, waving the invoice again. “Why aren’t you charging me for your time?”

He slips his glasses off, the clean skin around his eyes emphasizing the black muck on the rest of his face. It’s almost comical, and I’d laugh if I wasn’t so ticked. “Because I’m trying to be a nice guy?”

I humph and cross my arms. Close myself off. “There’s no such thing.”

“You’re free to believe what you want. No skin off my ass. If it makes you feel better, add another sixty to the cost of the tire and we’ll call it even.”

“Fine.” My voice is clipped.

“Fine.” His is mocking.

We glower at each other, the heavy ticking of the clock the only sound in the room.

“Well, Jenny,” Miles says, stuffing the rag into his pocket. “If that’s all, I really need to get back to work. Feel free to leave a check on the counter.”

He turns to his workbench, and I make a face at his back. Immature? Fine, yes. But it’s not like I’m the epitome of maturity these days. A thirty-two-year-old woman who lives in her parents’ guest house, lets them raise her daughter, and can’t get a job…

It’s like I’m waking up from a long sleep, the grogginess finally fading enough so I can see how pathetic my life actually is. And it is. Fucking pathetic.

I am beautiful. But I am nothing.

I’m just about to leave when the phone rings. It’s an old rotary contraption, a shrill scream that bounces off the old brick walls. After the sixth ring I stomp over, ball up my fist, and slug Miles in the shoulder.

“Sweetheart,” he says, half turning, “you have got to stop poking me.”

I wave my hand toward the front. The phone is still going crazy. “Aren’t you going to get that?”

He shrugs. “I already told you, I’m busy. If I stopped work on a vehicle every time the phone rang, I’d never get anything done. Besides, the machine will pick it up.”

I crane my neck, listening. The rings continue, one after another – each one grating on my nerves. Somewhere around the eleventh, I roll my eyes. “Shouldn’t the machine have picked up by now? And, by the way,” I add, “the fact that you still use an actual answering machine is pretty pathetic.”

Miles sighs. “You’re like this annoying little fly that just won’t go away. You know that?”

I ignore him, an idea brewing. “And you do know you have a client waiting up front, right? Some fat guy in a suit who looks like he has places to go, people to see…” I let my voice trail off.

He closes his eyes. “Damn it. That’s Mr. Barnaby. What time is it?”

I glance at the Pennzoil clock. “Twelve thirty. A little after, actually.”

His shoulders sag, exhaustion creeping over his features like a shroud. “He needed his car by noon. I knew that parts run would put me behind. Shit.” He clasps his fingers behind his neck, looks up at the ceiling, and paces back and forth. “Shit, shit, fuck!”

The poor guy looks so woebegone that I’d feel sorry for him if his misfortune wasn’t turning out to be my gain.

I point at the sedan. “Is that his?”

Miles nods.

“How soon will you have it finished?”

“Ten minutes, tops. I was just finishing up when you barged in.” He shoots me a dirty look.

One which I ignore, because it’s time to try to get on this guy’s good side.

“Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to go out there and let him know you’re almost done. You,” I say, “get to work.”

Miles looks at me like I’m crazy. The shock on his face would be laughable if the trajectory of my life wasn’t hinging on his reaction to what I’m about to propose.

“What?” He furrows his brow. “What are you even talking about?”

“You obviously need some help here. I mean, look at you. You’re drowning.” I turn in a circle, indicating the chaos: two vehicles in various stages of completion, overflowing garbage bins near the roll-up garage door, take out bags and wrappers littering every spare surface that isn’t already covered in tools and parts and parts boxes. I indicate his old ghetto blaster, which is blissfully silent. “I mean, you haven’t even had the time to turn on your mullet rock. No wonder you’re out of sorts.”

Miles grits his teeth, the anger flashing in his eyes enough to make me want to take a step back. But I don’t, because I need this.

“So, what? You’re going to stick around and be my” – he hooks his fingers in the air – “helper for the day? And out of the goodness of your heart, I’m assuming?”

“No,” I shoot back. “You’re going to hire me on as your assistant.”

And now he laughs. He laughs so hard tears leak from his eyes and it takes three tries for him to even speak. “Just when…” His lips wobble as another snicker slips through. It’s taking everything he has to compose himself. “Just when I think you couldn’t surprise me more.” He slips his safety glasses back on and points at me, his eyes shining. “You, Jenny, are a hoot. A real, fucking hoot.”

I want to say Look who’s talking, but I bite my tongue. “You,” I say instead, “need someone to run things up front while you,” I wrinkle my nose, “do whatever it is you do back here.”

Miles falls silent, considering my words. “Fine, okay. Okay. So maybe I do need a little help. Up front,” he clarifies. “But that doesn’t explain why I should hire you for the job. I mean, Princess… Come on.” Miles saunters over, so close I have to tilt my head back to look up at him. “Why would you even want to work in a joint like this?” He studies me and, much to my annoyance, his gaze makes me blush. “Something about you, sweetheart, just doesn’t add up.”

I narrow my eyes. “It doesn’t have to add up. The only thing that matters is you get what you need, and I get what I need.”

He crosses his arms. “And what is that, exactly? Hmm?”

And I tell him. Because if I’m not honest with him, he won’t bite. “A job reference.”

He takes a deep breath. Releases it. His expression softens, and when I look into his eyes I see… Not quite pity, but something too close to it for my comfort.

He feels sorry for me.

And that I won’t have.

I shake my head and turn on my heel, ready to leave. For the second time today, frustration reddens my eyes. “You know what?” I clear my throat, dislodging the lump that has suddenly appeared. “Never-”

“Okay.”

I stop. Turn and look back at him. “What?” I squeak. “Are you?” I clear my throat again. Damn lump. “I mean, are you…”

“You’re hired.” Miles nods. “Now get to work.”
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Julian’s big break came six months after that night in the pub. We’d been seeing each other in secret almost every day since, with me unofficially moving out of my dorm and into his condo after only a few short weeks. We were both the sort of people who took what we wanted. And, at the time, what we wanted was each other.

I guess we both manipulated one another in a way; seduction was something Julian and I exceled at equally. I’d never met anyone who could keep up with me – in bed and in wit – and dating Julian constantly kept me on my toes.

I wasn’t clingy. Lord knows I wasn’t going to scare my boyfriend away like other girls my age did. I allowed him his freedom, knowing the less he had of me, the more he’d crave.

And he did. Julian craved me. Like a fine wine he couldn’t get enough of.

The only thing was, he was doing the exact same thing to me.

He was my addiction – no drug could compete with the euphoria I experienced those first few years we were together. No one had ever charmed me like Julian; everything he did was sensual. The way he’d take my hand as we crossed a street, his fingers sliding through mine before pressing my palm to his. Or when I’d stand at the bathroom sink in the mornings, brushing my teeth or putting on makeup, and I’d feel his large hand absently cup my hip and glide along my lower back as he passed behind me on his way to the shower.

He was a sculptor and touching me was instinct. And when Julian put his hands on me, my body became a work of art.

I never stood a chance.

Julian already had a following by the time we got together, though it was small and consisted mostly of a handful of collectors who stumbled across his pieces at the few local galleries who showed his work.

As alike as we were, we did have our differences.  Julian preferred to live under the cloak of night.  It was in the dark, he said, where his creativity flourished.  Where he tapped into a portion of himself that wasn’t, in his words, “human.”

Looking back now, I’m not sure he ever was human.  At least, not when he was with me.  He was a god.  He was a devil.  Maybe we were more damned together than we were apart.

Either way, I knew how he felt.  Because my golden hour was morning.  I was an early riser, and those glorious hours between four and six were where I found my inspiration. The morning dew hugging the ground was refreshing; the way the sky would go from black to indigo to pink to orange was inspiring.  I loved the feeling of being up before everyone else.  Grabbing the proverbial worm, if you will.  It struck a chord of creativity in me the later hours of the day never quite could.  Of course, I could create any time, day or night.  But those moments just before sunrise were all mine. There was a quite hum to the hour just before dawn. A silence where I found myself.  It was the only time I didn’t mind being vulnerable.

When I moved to Chicago for school, I stopped rising before the sun. I refused to admit it to anyone, but getting used to the cityscape was difficult. I missed the wide-open country and green spaces I’d grown accustomed to back home. (Even though, when I lived there, I did nothing but complain about it.) The city was loud and fast and stiff, but I knew it was where I needed to be if I wanted to make anything of myself. And despite the claustrophobia that would periodically squeeze my chest, I loved the drama of city. It was exciting, always alive. The promises it held made up for what it lacked. I didn’t care that it stole my breath.

One morning about a month after Julian and I got together, I found myself stuck on a project for his class. Wanting to impress him, I’d been sketching and sketching and sketching, hoping for brilliance and… nothing was happening. By this time, I’d shucked my early morning routine, trading it instead for a nightly one because, at the time, adapting to Julian’s schedule was more important than accommodating mine. But that morning, desperate for inspiration, I pulled my naked body from his arms, slid out of bed and back into my underwear, and crept into his living room.

It was late fall, and gloomy gray light was just beginning to filter in through the windows. The cold was jarring – I remember the way goosebumps prickled my skin and the frigid air wrapped around my bare shoulders, my waist. But I felt alive and present in a way I almost never did when I was caught up in the hustle of the day. I stretched, slowing working my body into the various yoga positions I’d learned over the summer from a local class I’d taken with my mom. She’d wanted us to bond in a mother-daughter activity before I left for college, and I suggested yoga because I didn’t think she’d agree to it. I had more important things to do that summer than hang with my mother. But she did agree to it, and the early morning class turned out not to be as lame as I thought it’d be. I grew to love the mushy feeling I’d get after it was over. And with my form and background in ballet, I was a natural.

My body began to warm up as I moved through the poses – blood pumping and muscles flexing. And by the time I bent backwards and grabbed my ankles in a camel pose, I noticed I had an audience.

I wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing in the shadows, watching me, and I didn’t care. It was erotic; I loved the intensity of his stare and the fact that it was me that held him captive. Julian appreciated everything about my body – the way it moved, the shape of my curves. I continued through my routine, and by the time I untangled myself from the fish pose, Julian had tangled himself up with me. Later that day, he made me go through the poses again, and this time he watched me with a sketch book in his hand. In the end, he had six rudimentary drawings of me in various poses, which he later brought into the studio and sculpted into a smooth bronze.

He called the series Luxure, and the entire abstract set sold for just under a million.

After that, Julian resigned from teaching. Our relationship went public. Julian called me his muse, and from that moment on, he rarely let me out of his sight.

Not that I minded. Nope. Not one bit.
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This probably goes without saying, but one should never wear heels when working behind the counter of an auto repair shop. It’s only been three hours, and my feet haven’t ached this much since I first went on pointe back in my ballet days.

Honestly, I’m not dressed at all appropriately for work here. Although, my lowcut leopard print blouse and skimpy red shorts did seem to mesmerize Mr. Barnaby enough that he didn’t mind getting his car back forty-five minutes after he was promised it. He told me he understood and to tell the mechanic to “take all the time he needs.” He then proceeded to bend over his phone, his beady little eyes flicking up every now and then to trail me as I worked.

Work might be a loose term for what I did this afternoon. But this place is such a mess that, after just a few seconds behind the counter, I honestly had no idea where to start. After a frugal attempt to clean and getting hit in the face with so much dust I’ll be coughing it up for days (gross, I know), I bagged that idea, grabbed a stray pad of crusty paper with a pop can ring in the middle, and started jotting down a list of things I could see right off the bat that needed to be done.

 

1. Clean

2. Organize

3. Clean some more

4. Tear wood paneling off walls

5. Buff floors

6. Tear up floors and replace

7. Get new computer

8. Get new phone

9. Upgrade tech

10. Clean, clean, clean

11. Burn building down and start over

12. Scrap this stupid idea and go have a drink…

 

I’m leaning against the counter, strongly considering this last item on the list when Miles clomps in from the shop. He’s sweaty and greasy, and when he sees me wrinkle my nose, he grimaces. “Shit. You’re still here.” He eyes me up and down, his gaze lingering on my bare legs, my stilettos. “Lasted three whole hours. This a record for you?”

Apparently, he doesn’t feel pity for me anymore.

Good. I don’t want.

“In a place like this, it is,” I bite back. “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to stay longer than they have to in this hovel.” And then I hold out the five phone messages I took down over the short course of my employment. “Service requests,” I say. “You’ll have to show me your scheduling system so I can book these myself when potential clients call.”

Miles takes them, his fingers brushing mine, and shoves the sticky notes in his pocket without so much as a glance. He nods at the pad of paper on the counter. “What’s that?”

I tap my fingers on the sheet. “A list of everything that’s wrong with this place.”

“Really.”

Miles swipes the paper from under my fingertips and studies it. Knits his brows together. “Well, I’m all for number twelve.” He looks at me, eyes glittering. “What do you say?”
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By the time we’ve finished half a pitcher of cheap beer (that’s surprisingly good), we’re on number forty-two. “A refreshment station,” I say, taking another sip from my glass and moving to write my idea down.

Miles snatches the paper away, and my pen slides along the table, leaving a purple ink smear. We’re back at Bert’s Bar – the scene of my disastrous double-date with Victoria – and even though this place is a dive, I lick my thumb and rub the mark so it doesn’t stick.

“A refreshment station?” He shakes his head. “I’m not running a high-end salon here, Princess.” He pushes the sheet back to me, and I place my palm over it protectively. Somewhere between starting this list and now, I’ve become invested in it.

I arch a brow. “Yet you’re all for a bidet in the restroom?”

Miles leans back in his seat and laces his fingers behind his head. “Well,” he says, a shit-eating grin on his face, “a bathroom is a man’s throne room.”

I pretend to gag. “That’s disgusting.”

“What’s disgusting is how much money you want me to shell out for all these so-called improvements.” He grabs the pitcher and holds it up, silently asking if I’d like a refill.

I nod and push my glass toward the middle of the table. “It’s really not that much. Not if you get creative. You’ve got to invest money to make money.” I pull it back and take a sip. “Besides, you made the most important investment already.”

“Oh, yeah?” He cocks his head. “What’s that?”

“Me.”

Miles laughs. “The jury’s still out on that one. Besides,” he says, refilling his glass, “why do you even care?”

I fiddle with the cap on the pen before pressing it to the paper and doodling small 3D boxes. “Honestly, I have no idea. If someone told me yesterday that today I’d be sitting here with you and discussing the future of an auto repair shop, I would have laughed.” I draw the final side on my last box, look up at Miles, and shrug. “I guess it’s fun to take something old and make it new. Sort of like a makeover, only on a business instead of a person. Plus, it’s nice to have something to care about for a change.” That last part just slipped out, and I’m ashamed to realize it’s the truth.

Miles doesn’t answer. Just considers what I said, his face blank. He’s clean, thanks to the shower in the studio apartment above his garage, and dressed simply in a black t-shirt and jeans. His boots are old, the worn leather so soft and aged it practically molds to his feet. His tan is deeper than it was the last time I saw him, and I find myself wondering how he got it.

In fact, I suddenly find myself wondering all sorts of things about him.

“Or,” I say, moving to crumble the paper, “we don’t have to do anything on this list. Keep everything the same. It seemed to work for the previous owner, right?” Miles mentioned briefly that he started working for the previous owner, Bob Eckert, right out of high school. And that, even though there’d been multiple offers (on the property, not the shop), he chose to “keep it in the family” by selling it to Miles in what, from what I understand, was one hell of a deal.

Miles slaps his hand over mine. He palm is rough, and it reminds me of the way Julian’s hands felt – all coarse and calloused and scratchy from hours and hours of hard labor. Goosebumps fleck my arms and my cheeks flush.

Thankfully, Miles doesn’t seem to notice. Just slips the paper out from under my hand and smooths it back down. “No,” he says, his eyes moving over the words. “No, I think…” He pauses, sighs. Raises his eyes to meet mine. “I think some change might be good.”

I can’t help the smug smile that spreads across my face. “All right, then.” I pluck the list from his fingers and fold it neatly before slipping it into my purse. “I think we have enough to start with. Tomorrow is going to be busy.”

“Tomorrow,” Miles says, “is going to be a half day.”

I frown. “Why?”

“Because it’s Friday.”

I lift my brows. “And?”

“Aside from the fact that no one should ever work a full day on a Friday, in the summer Fridays mean softball.”

I lean back in my seat and cross my arms. “So,” I say, “let me get this straight. You leave work early every Friday so you can play a game?”

Miles pretends to act offended. “Hey, it’s not just a game. It’s serious business. Plus,” he adds, “it’s my first year sponsoring the team. Wright Auto Repair, formerly known as Eckert Auto Repair, is taking the trophy home this year.” His eyes sort of glaze over as he stares off into space. “It’ll look great sitting on the counter…”

I snort. “Whatever. That thing will be a total eyesore. And Wright Auto Repair has one employee. Or, er, two,” I quickly amend. “Who all plays on your team?”

Miles drains the last of his beer. “Friends. Good friends. We’ve been playing together for years.”

“Hmm…” I’m about to ask about them when my phone buzzes. I flip my it over and notice a text from my mom. I frown when I read the message.

Miles leans forward. “Everything okay?”

“No. Yeah.” I shake my head. I feel strange. For some reason, this text unnerves me. “Everything’s fine. My mom… She’s not feeling well and just asked me if I could pick up Emilia from the sitter’s.” I find her number in my contacts and hit send, unable to shake the dread that’s suddenly squeezing my chest. She’s been acting so odd lately. “But Emilia isn’t at the sitter’s. She’s with my mom today. Or supposed to be…” I press the phone to my ear and my free hand over my other, blocking out the bar noise.

“Hello?”

“Mom?” Is it just my imagination or does her voice sound off? Her text said she had a migraine, so that’s probably it. But still… “I just got your text. I thought Emilia was with you today?”

Static bleeds through the phone, each second seeming to draw out longer than the other. “Oh. What?” She laughs, starting to sound like herself again. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m so sorry to have bothered you, dear. I laid down so I could get rid of this migraine and completely conked out. I slept so hard I forgot what day it was when I woke up. Imagine!”

“So Emilia’s not at Mary Jo’s?”

“No, no. She’s with your dad. Now that I’m fully awake, I remember they mentioned going out for dinner and a movie so I could get some rest. I think they’re going to that new show about the ballerina. You know, the one she’s been begging to see?” She chuckles. “Anyway, don’t mind me. What’ve you been up to today?”

I glance at Miles, who’s thumbing away a text on his own phone. “Nothing. I mean, well… I got a job.”

And my mom reacts exactly the way I expected her to. “What?! Jennifer Anne! Tell me all about it! Everything! Where is it? Doing what?”

She’s firing questions so fast I don’t have a chance to answer. Miles looks up from his phone, an amused expression on his face. No doubt my mom’s exuberance can be heard halfway across the room. “I’ll fill you in later. I’m actually sitting here with my boss,” – I smirk at Miles, and he flips me off – “so I really should go. As long as you’re all right,” I add quickly. Which, after the words leave my lips, I realize is very unlike me.

“I’m fine, I’m fine. You just get back to work and tell me about it when you get home. I’m so proud of you, honey!” Her voice is so loud my hand acts on reflex and pulls the phone away from my ear.

Miles’s lips kick up at that, and I roll my eyes and pretend to be annoyed. But when I say good-bye and end the call, I realize that deep down I feel… happy.

Shit. I haven’t felt happy – honest-to-goodness-fucking happy – in years. In fact, I can’t remember the last time I didn’t feel like a bitter, pissed off wench.

But then my stomach sinks. Because happy isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

It’s downright dangerous.

Miles nods at my phone. “So your mom’s pretty happy about our little arrangement, I take it?”

I bite back a laugh. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. You know, my parents will probably send you a bottle of their finest just for hiring me. They’ve been trying…”

Miles’s phone rings, and I trail off. When he looks at it, his face reddens. “Do you mind?” he asks. I shake my head and instead pull my drink to my lips, taking a sip. His expression is filled with apology, but when he answers, his voice is smooth as butter. “Hey, George.”

Ah. George.

“Yeah, no. I don’t mind.” He slants his body away from me, lowering his voice. “I’m hungry, too. Cool. See ya in a few, then.”

I pretend to study my nails while I listen. And when he apologizes and says he has to go, I’m surprised to feel the heavy weight of disappointment in my chest. Right where my heart would be if I had one.

I didn’t realize I was enjoying myself so much, sitting here with him in this grimy little bar.

Bert’s Bar is just a block away from the shop, and as we walk back in the stifling humidity, Miles and I discuss my hours and rate of pay. It’s not much but, then again, I’m not doing this for the money.

We part ways when we get to our vehicles, and as I watch him drive away, I find myself envying George. Not so much because of Miles – although, granted, he’s not as awful as I initially pegged him to be– but because this George person has a date. Has someone that is willing to drop everything and come running.

For the first time in a long time, I can’t swallow back the lump of loneliness that’s creeping up my throat. I lean my forehead on my steering wheel and take a deep breath. Then another. And another…

Deep belly breaths – in through my nose, down to the very pit of my stomach, and back out through my mouth. I picture a gray mist pouring in and billowing throughout my body, anesthetizing everything – my muscles, my nerves, the sensitive area right in the middle of my chest. Numbing everything up.

And slowly, I’m able to shake the emotions that were threatening to shake me.

By the time I get home, I have a text from Miles.

How are you at softball?
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Julian and I got married in Vegas on a whim. It wasn’t the traditional white wedding with a three-tiered cake I’d envisioned growing up, but as long as I had Julian at the alter with me, I didn’t mind. An ordained Elvis impersonator listened as we recited our vows, pronouncing us “husband and wife” and closing the service with an enthusiastic uh-huh and a crude thrust of his pelvis.

Julian thought the crassness of the ceremony was appropriate. He’d always told me he didn’t believe in marriage, that no one should be bound by something as flimsy as a piece of paper. “One person owning another person… It’s all bullshit,” he’d sneer whenever anyone brought it up, insisting the whole idea of matrimony was utterly degrading. To him, the only reason people got married in the first place was because they were desperately insecure in their relationships. That, and it was just another way society tried to coerce the masses into conformity. And he had no intention of conforming. Ever.

And I loved the fact he wouldn’t conform. I loved his passion and jumped right on his bandwagon, looking down my nose at those of my friends who were moving to the burbs and tying the knot. I’d come to terms with the fact Julian and I would never have the sort of traditional relationship most couples had – we were never going to get married, have children, buy a house in the suburbs and grow old sitting side-by-side on some creaky porch swing while holding hands and talking about the good old days. But what we had instead was better – lazy days and wild nights filled with art and passion and excitement and sex so intense I felt like I was being turned inside out.

All of this while Julian was building the sort of image that carried us to heights neither he nor I could have ever imagined.

I was so addicted to him that, at the time, I’d take him any way I could get him – ring or no ring. And while we didn’t have what normal couples had, it was my belief that what we had was significantly better. We were unique, sophisticated. We made our own rules. He was mine and I was his.

Fuck that piece of paper.

At least, that was the lie I told myself.

So when he slipped a cold platinum ring on my finger one night while we were lying in bed, I thought he was joking. In fact, I actually laughed. But when he pulled me closed, tucked his forehead into the soft spot where my neck meets my shoulder and said, “I want you to own me, because I desperately need to own you,” I realized he was serious.

And I realized how much I wanted to be a wife. His wife.

I wanted the cookie cutter marriage my parents had. The house with the porch swing and beautiful children running around. The passing of the years spent making memory after memory after memory, growing our relationship from the small seed it started out to be into something so magnificent we’d outlast time.

Julian had no intention of waiting; he wanted to do it right away. And privately. He said he didn’t want me parading down the aisle of some church in front of all of our friends and family like some prized steer he’d won. He said I deserved better.

So when he suggested flying to Vegas and getting married the next day, I didn’t care. I didn’t stop to consider the contradiction between his words and the crassness of our ceremony. Nor did I take the time to ponder his sudden change of attitude toward marriage.

Julian Kinraid wanted to marry me, and that was all that mattered.

I was happy. So happy as we hopped out of bed, packed our bags, and headed for the airport. Julian’s step was light; I’d never seen him so carefree. The brooding intensity was gone from his eyes, his face relaxed into a rare expression of contentment. And after we got settled into our first-class seats, we splurged on a bottle of champagne and toasted our future.

It was all a whirlwind. But that’s what life was like with Julian. And I’d been with him for so long that our breakneck pace had become normal.

Those first four days after our wedding though, when we refused to leave our hotel suite and ate every meal naked in bed, were slow. Slow and lazy, where time stood still and reality seemed like a distant memory. I remember calling down for room service one morning, starving after a long night of lovemaking, and hearing the concierge call me Mrs. Kinraid. I’d never, in all of my life, felt the sort of happiness I did at hearing those words.

I was high on my addiction.

Unfortunately, the real bitch of it is this: when you crash from such heights, there’s always a part of you that doesn’t survive.
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My scream cuts over the 80’s big hair ballad crooning through the shop’s speakers.

Everything happens in slow motion as I turn, trip on my feet, land on my knees, and crawl-skitter to safety.

It’s my first official day on the job, and even thought it’s Friday and only a half day, I already want to quit.

Miles rushes in, bursting through the shop door like something’s on fire. Or someone’s being murdered.

That someone would be me.

And I practically was.

“What the hell –”

Miles searches the room, eyes wide and clutching a gigantic wrench. When he sees me, his brows knit together in concern. “What’s wrong?” He slowly lowers the tool, but his shoulders remain stiff and he looks ready to spring.

I scurry up onto the counter, pull my knees to my chin, and wrap my arms around my legs. My insides are quivering like a cold bowl of jello, although my shudders are filled more with disgust than fear. I lift a hand and wave the rag I’d been dusting with toward one of the lower shelves tacked to the wall. “There’s something in there. Like a rat or racoon or… Ugh. I don’t know. Something. All I saw was a blur with teeth and these creepy eyes. And it hissed, too. So maybe it’s a snake?” Blech. My stomach rolls at the thought of skinny little serpents slithering through the shelves, the floors, behind the walls. I’d take a rat over that any day. I tense as Miles moves to investigate. “Did you know this place has an infestation? There’s no fucking way I’m coming back here until –”

But I pause because I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Miles is setting down the wrench – why the hell is he setting down the weapon, for crying out loud? – and smiling. And then…  Oh, Lord. Please tell me he’s not… I hold my hand up to my eyes and squint between my fingers. Yep, he is. The dumbass squats down and reaches into the shelf, his voice rising several octaves as he coos to the damn thing.

I grimace and pull my knees tighter into my chest, leaning away. “Are you insane? Don’t… Oh, my god – don’t touch it!”

But Miles has already pulled the thing out from the shelf and is now cradling it in his arms. He’s still talking in that deplorable high-pitched voice, blabbering to it like it’s a freaking baby or something. When he takes a step toward me, I shake my head and hold a palm up. “Uh-uh. Get that thing away –”

And that’s when I see what it is.

“– from me.”

It’s a cat. A tiny black cat with sleek fur and big, almond-shaped eyes the color of the sky.

“It’s just Lucy,” he says, scratching the cat behind it’s ears. Lucy squints, wrapping a delicate paw around his wrist and tilting her head into his touch. Her purr reminds me of a dove’s warble, and I can hear her rumble of contentment from where I’m standing.

“Oh.” I detangle myself, stretching my legs and carefully sliding down from the counter. My ankle twinges a little when I put weight on it, and I draw in a sharp breath. I roll it back and forth, the pain ebbing, and keep my eyes on the feline coiled up in Miles’s arms.

As if she can sense my stare, she opens her eyes, turns her head my way, and hisses.

Bitch.

I glare at it. “Does that thing live here?” If he says yes – please don’t say yes – I might have to accidentally leave the front door open one day.

Lucy’s tail flicks back and forth, her eyes narrowing. Like she can read my mind or, at the very least, sense my intent. I purse my lips and arch a brow. Bring it on, bitch.

“Sort of.” Miles runs his hand down her back and she bumps her head into his chest before turning her piercing gaze back to me. “I’m kind of in between homes right now, I guess you could say. So, she’s staying here until I can get…” He clears his throat, frowns. “Let’s just it’ll be awhile. Although I try and keep her in the apartment upstairs. But she has a habit of sneaking out every once in a while.”

“Obviously.” I take a step toward Miles, eliciting another hiss from Lucy. “I don’t think she likes me.”

“No,” Miles chuckles. “I don’t suppose she does. Lucy’s not really a fan of women. Probably see you as a threat or something.” He shifts the cat in his arms and scratches under her chin. “But she’s not,” he croons to her, shaking his head. “Jenny’s not a threat. No, she isn’t.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re such a dork.” And then I frown, because I realize he might as well be describing me.

Miles holds her out in front of him, looks back and forth between us, and adds further insult to injury. “And what do you know? You two even look alike. Black hair, blue eyes. Resting bitch face.”

I ignore him. “Is that thing going to be around all the time? It tried to kill me. You are aware of that, right?”

“And… you’re both drama queens.” Miles moves toward the door to the shop, Lucy tucked snugly back in his arms. “C’mon. I need coffee.” He tilts his head, indicating I should follow.

We pass through the shop, sand and grit crunching under my sneakers, and head for a door in the back corner. Miles opens it, flips a switch on the wall, and takes a left up a narrow staircase that would no doubt give me claustrophobia if I suffered from that debilitating fear. At the top, we come to a boxy landing and Miles opens another door, stepping aside to let me enter first.

The loft is huge – a big open space with a smooth concrete floor that runs the length of the building. Whitewashed brick rises up to meet the high ceiling, with dark wood beams and exposed ductwork accenting the corrugated metal roof. Six large, arched windows – three street facing and the other three overlooking the parking lot – let in the late morning light, giving the room a warm glow. The space is sparsely furnished, the décor clean and simple.  A box spring and mattress set covered in a dark navy comforter sit on the floor and an old boxy dresser flanked by a metal clothes rack filled with t-shirts and flannels hug the wall next to it.  A plump leather loveseat and a scratched sideboard with a sleek record player resting on top of it are arranged in a corner near the windows that face the street. A giant blue Monaco rug stretches out underneath it all, adding a bit of coziness to the otherwise vacant feel. A few steps from us is a galley-style kitchen with white laminate counter tops, black appliances, and a small island. The two metal bar stools butting up to it tell me it doubles as the kitchen table.

The contrast between the simple ambience up here compared to the cluttered shop below is so striking I have to comment. “So you live up here?”

“Yep.” Miles kneels, nudging Lucy from his arms. When her paws meet the ground, she stretches before slinking away toward a bowl by the kitchen. She rounds the empty dish, looks back at us, and meows.

“Demanding, isn’t she?”

Miles heads into the kitchen and I follow, watching as he pulls a bag of cat food from a cupboard under the sink. “She is,” he agrees. He scoops some kibble into the bowl and pumps a few squirts from a white bottle on top of it. For a second, a fishy odor fills the air. When Miles sees me wrinkle my nose, he smirks. “Seems I have a knack for attracting high maintenance women.”

“Again with your charming wit.” I stroll over to one of the metal stools, hop up, and plop my chin in my palm. Twirl a strand of hair that’s come out of my bun. I’ve been cleaning for the last two hours and I look like it. My jeans are streaked with dirt and my yellow tank top is damp with sweat. I reach up, tweak the bandana that’s tying my hair away from my face, and smooth the piece back in. “Well, I’m hardly high maintenance now, am I?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Miles grabs a coffee filter from a drawer and opens the lid of a crunchy looking old pot. He stuffs it in the strainer and fills the thin paper with four heaping scoops of coffee grinds. He looks back at me over his shoulder. “Something tells me you’d still be high maintenance covered in mud and wearing a burlap sack.”

I snort. “Judgmental much?”

Miles shrugs. “Just call ‘em like I see ‘em.” He pulls the pot out of the brewer, dumps the old coffee down the sink, and refills it to the brim. “Let me guess, you take yours with copious amounts of cream and sugar. Am I right, Princess?”

“Hardly. I’ll have it black.” My smile is sweet as his eyes meet mine. “Casanova,” I whisper, my voice taunting.

His face is deadpan. “So, you like your coffee black. Like your heart.”

I push my lips together in a sneer. “Are you this nice to George?”

“I don’t even have to try to be nice to George.”

The coffee drips into the pot, the smell filtering through the air and making my mouth water. “So,” I muse, cocking my head. “You have to actually try to be nice to me?”

He grabs two mugs from the cupboard and slides one in front of me. It’s a white ceramic moose head, with the antler as the handle. The word Talkeetna is scrawled along the back side. Leaning back against the counter, he watches me as I study it and grins. “Every damn time I see you.”

“Whatever.” I hold up the mug. For some reason, I feel like needling him. “This is classy.” I glance at his and note it’s just as ridiculous; Dolly Parton’s face smiles up from the ceramic and, well, you can guess what the handle is. “Nice tits. What does George think of your taste in coffee mugs?”

Miles grabs the coffee pot and sits down on the stool across from me. He makes a motion with it toward my cup, the dark liquid swishing with the movement, but then circles back to fill his first. He waits to answer me, filling my cup slowly and then bringing his up for a quick sip. “George,” he says, “loves my taste.” His grin is mischievous, the double entendre falling from his lips in a teasing breath.

Whoa.

And now my mind is moving in a direction it shouldn’t be.

“Hmm.”  I blow on my coffee before taking a drink. Close my eyes and pretend I’m enjoying the taste. Anything to avoid letting him know I’m thinking about how he would taste.

What the hell is wrong with me?

It’s freaking Miles for crying out loud!

“How long have you been living up here?” I ask, doing my best to appear like I don’t care if he answers one way or another.

“About a year and a half.”

“You said you were between homes.  What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means exactly what it means.”  Miles takes another sip, licks his lips.

He has nice lips.  Not that I care or anything.

“No, it doesn’t.  It’s the kind of statement that suggests there’s more to it than what you’re actually saying.”

He narrows his eyes.  “You’re nosy.”

“I’m curious.  There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

I don’t answer. Because he’s right.  There isn’t, really. Instead I ask another question.  “Where did you live before?”

He sighs, his voice thick with sarcasm.  “A house.”

“Did you live by yourself?”  For some reason, I want to know.  I want to know if he’s been in love, had his heart broken. Or maybe he was the one doing the breaking.

Usually I could care less about other people.  Getting to know their pasts, their desires, what makes them tick.  It’s all the same, anyway. It’s all incessant chatter that sucks me dry.  Like Boring Braden, for example.  Listening to him talk about his affinity for jigsaw puzzles was a major yawn.  In fact, just thinking about it makes me want to yawn right now…

I barely have time to slap my hand over my mouth before said yawn rips my jaw wide open.

Miles raises his brows. “Don’t tell me I’m boring you?”

“No,” I snap back.  “I just didn’t sleep well last night. That’s all.”

He cocks his head and smirks. “And why is that?”

I shrug, not about to tell him I spent half of the evening stalking my ex-husband’s social media pages and then, after I was done, couldn’t get to sleep because I was too jealous of the life he was living without me. I google Julian one damn time and now I can’t get him out of my head. “I don’t know. Just because.”

He takes a sip, studies me over the rim of his mug. “Just because isn’t an answer.”

I glare at him. “Um, yeah. It is.”

“It’s a statement that suggests there’s more to it than what you’re actually saying,” he says, using my own words against me.

I frown. “Fine. I didn’t really want to know about your personal life, anyway.” I sip more of my coffee. “I was just trying to make conversation.”

Miles grins. “Oh, okay,” he says, nodding. He sets his mug down but keeps his fingers wrapped around the tits. “You know, Jenny, we don’t have to talk. Maybe,” he says, his eyes boring into mine, “I don’t want to talk to you at all. Maybe I –”

“Look, I know you don’t particularly like me,” I interrupt, waggling my finger between us. “And believe me, the feeling is mutual. But you don’t have to be such an ass about it.”

He chuckles. “Well, cheers to your honesty. And no, I don’t particularly like you.” He raises a brow and swallows the last of his coffee. “But I do think you’re more bark than bite.”

Humph. I raise my mug. “Well, cheers to your honesty.”

He reaches for the pot and refills his cup. When he doesn’t offer to refill mine, I do it myself.

“What I meant, though, is sometimes not talking is better than filling up the empty space with superficial questions you could care less about. Silence, Jenny. Silence is underrated.” His gaze drifts over my face, like he’s memorizing every feature and tucking it all away in his memory so he’ll be able to recall even the finest detail when we’re not together.

Julian used to look at me like this. It’s been so long since anyone has looked at me like this.

When his eyes meet mine, I hold his stare. Bite my lip to keep from talking. From ruining the moment. Because I think he’s trying to prove a point right now. And fuck it all if – for some reason I’m not even sure of myself – I want to let him.

I don’t know how long we sit in silence, our eyes locked – not in battle, but in surrender. My breathing stills, shallow breaths that tickle my lips like the kiss from a butterfly’s wing. My chest feels like it’s swelling, opening up, up up. And that stupid lump is back in my throat.

And Miles… Miles doesn’t look like Miles anymore.

He smiles. And when he finally speaks, his voice is husky.

“There you are.”
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Julian never came right out and said he didn’t want me to work.

But as he belittled every single job I had during our relationship, it was pretty obvious he didn’t want me punching a time clock.

He wanted all of my focus on him.

Of course, back then I just assumed he was looking out for me.  Being older and more set in the art world, I immediately trusted his assessment of my employers, forgoing my gut instinct for his approval.

There was the assistant job at Phantom Gallery, an up and coming establishment that took a chance on me right after graduation.  It was a quirky place, the pieces dark and moody. But they were also beautiful, and sort of dreamy in a brooding way.  They weren’t really my style, but I loved the man I worked for.

Scott was around Julian’s age at the time, an appraiser of fine art and opening the gallery was his dream.  He used to joke that while he couldn’t make art, he could damn well get it out in the world so others could appreciate it.  I learned a lot in the two months I worked for him; the pieces we secured gave me a whole new perspective - visually, emotionally.  The melancholy paintings invoked in me emotions I’d never felt before.  My entire life had been lived without the sort of pain that turns you inside out, the kind that changes the very fiber of your being, your soul. I’d never wanted for anything. I was a privileged little white girl with a doctor for a father and a teacher for a mother, and back then I couldn’t fathom a world that didn’t bend to my every whim.

My short time spent at Phantom inspired more feeling in my own art - whenever I got a chance to do it, that is.  Without even knowing it, I’d become one of those girls whose boyfriend took up my every waking minute. The ones I used to sneer at back in high school and college and adamantly insist I’d never become.

Julian only came to the gallery once, and later that night he told me with a sneer that it was a pathetic little place and the only thing it was good for was a laugh.  Something in me moved when he said that, rippled through my chest and swam through my stomach. It was my pride, my ego. I was Scott’s first assistant, and we were learning the ways of the art world together. And I honestly thought what we accomplished so far was pretty damn great.  But after seeing Julian’s reaction, I balked.  I let his words worm their way into my brain, tainting my thoughts and tarnishing my motivation.  Julian treated my job like a joke, and I began to see that - as long as I worked there – he would think of me as a joke.

And I couldn’t be a joke. Not to him.

I quit two weeks later.

After a few more jobs (none as good as working for Scott and some which were truly debasing), I stopped trying. When I expressed frustration, Julian took my hand, pulled me close, and whispered into my hair that the only job I needed was the one I already had: his muse.

So that’s what I became. One hundred percent.

And I lost myself. Entirely.
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“I told you, I can’t play.”

I press my hip into the counter and cross my arms. There’s no way I’m getting talked into this. Today has been the longest first day in the history of first days, and I have no desire to end it by sitting at some softball game watching people I don’t know run around a field in ninety-degree heat.

“And I already told you. You don’t have to play if you don’t want to.” Miles sounds like he’s talking to a skittish squirrel. His demeanor sort of makes me want to laugh; it’s so different from the way he normally behaves around me. I press my lips together, because my insides feel like they’re being tickled and I’m scared I won’t be able to contain the bubble of amusement brewing inside.

The last thing I want Miles to know is he’s – sorta, maybe – cracking me.

So many of the things he does makes me want to laugh. Like earlier today, when I went into the shop to ask him for the password to the computer (which I nicknamed Bane, because in the short time I’ve worked here the piece of shit is literally the bane of my existence), and I found him dancing to an old Twisted Sister song. It took me a whole minute to get his attention, and then he refused to answer my question until I did a little jig along with him.

But I’m not a person who laughs. At least not from joy. My laughs are laced with sarcasm and usually directed at someone else’s misfortune.

“If you don’t need me to play, then what’s the point?”

“Um, to support the team?” Miles spreads his long arms out, hands open wide. “Don’t you want the place you work at to be known as this year’s winner of the Cedar Hills Slow Pitch Beer Runners Tournament? We’re seriously this close” – he holds his thumb and his forefinger up, a few centimeters of space between them – “to making it into the final round. If we win tonight’s game, we move on to the playoffs next weekend.”

I raise a brow, not convinced. “If you’ve done so well up until now, it shouldn’t matter if I’m there or not. So…”

“When you’re this close to the big win, it doesn’t hurt to have all the help you can get. And a large cheering section can really pump us up. Plus, we need a good luck charm.” He points at me. “And that could be you.”

His words trigger something, an anger it takes a few seconds to place. And then it hits me, remembering the way Julian used me as nothing more than an object for his of inspiration. In fact, that’s all I’ve ever been to anyone, really. Jason, Clark, Victoria… Just an object dangling on an arm, an image enhancer for those who can’t be enough without me. Can’t be enough on their own.

All this time I’ve felt so high and mighty, the epitome of perfection and the envy of all those pathetic losers who couldn’t get their shit together. But when it comes down it, I’m nothing more than a goddamn accessory.

And I am not a fucking accessory.

“I’m not going just because you feel like you need some good luck charm,” I say, unable to keep the heat out of my voice.

“Save the fire for the game, Princess.” But his voice is gentle. He sighs, rubs the back of his neck. Looks me in the eye. “Truth be told, you’re my first employee. Ever. And even though our little arrangement is based purely on you, uh, needing to be here as opposed to wanting to be here, I,” he holds his hand to his chest, “would really like you to come.” He bends down and rummages under the counter, pulling out the bag I saw him bring in after he got back from lunch today. At the time, I was annoyed. I’d just cleaned that spot and here he was, adding more junk to it. When he holds it out, I hesitate, scrutinizing the thing like it’s a poisonous snake rather than a cheap plastic bag with the words Morton Designs inked across the front. When he sees my reluctance, he rolls his eyes and tosses it at me.

I fumble with the bag. “What’s this?”

“It’s a plastic bag. You use it to carry stuff.” When I don’t budge, he raises his brows and makes a come-on motion with his hand. “And this is the part when you look inside…”

Back to being an ass again. “Fine. But I’m only doing this to humor you,” I say, sticking my hand in the bag and pretending to be annoyed. I pull out a gray bundle, and when I shake it out, I see that it’s a t-shirt. And not the cute, slender cut that most women who have a hot body prefer. It has a boxy, gender-neutral fit and looks like it’s at least a size too big. A large wrench decal and the words Wright Auto Repair have been flat-ironed on the front in blue and silver print. I flip it over and scowl when I see the phrase MILES IS THE BOSS OF ME spread out across the back in blocky black letters.

I squish the shirt in my fist and hold it up. “You’re really something, you know that?”

Miles ignores me. Instead he steps closer. He closes a hand over mine before sliding the shirt from my grasp. “You know,” he says, holding it up to me. “I am your boss. I can always make you go.” His voice is rough, teasing. And it makes my heart beat faster.

I hope he can’t hear it.

I pluck the shirt from his hands. “No one can make me do anything.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” He cocks his head, studies me. A slow smile spreads across his lips. “But I’m having a whole hell of a lot of fun trying.”

He’s so close I can smell the spearmint gum on his breath. “I don’t even know if I can get a sitter.” There. The first time I’ve ever used my daughter as an excuse not to go out.

“Call you mom. I’m sure she won’t mind, considering this is a work-related activity.” He smirks, knowing he’s right.

I reach up and run a hand over my pony tail. “I’m a mess.” Another excuse that’s not really an excuse. There’s no way I’m going out in public and letting anyone other than Miles see me like this.  I mean, he – for obvious reasons – doesn’t count.

He shrugs. “Who cares? It’s a ballgame. You know, a place that’s full of dirt, sweaty people, the smell of hotdogs and stale beer.” He looks me up and down. “Believe me, Jenny. You’ll fit right in.”

“You’re hilarious,” I snort. And then I relent. “Fine. I’ll go to your stupid game.”

Miles beams.

“But,” I hold a finger up, “only because you’re begging me to.”

“Whatever gets your ass in the bleachers, sweetheart.” He nods at the shirt. “Put that on. Give me ten minutes to change, and then we’ll head out. And what the hell? In honor of your first official day, I’ll even spring for dinner on the way over. How do you feel about taverns? I know this great place that has the best onion chips you’ll ever eat.”

Before I can tell him exactly what I think of loose meat sandwiches and fatty-fried onions, the jerk is out the door and heading for his loft. Leaving me alone with this eyesore of a shirt. Having no intention of wearing the stupid thing, I throw it on the counter, deciding instead to try and get some of the dirt stains out of my tank top. But when my eyes land on a pair of scissors, I get an idea.

Without thinking, I grab them and get to work.
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I’m getting way too caught up in this.

Even so, I can’t help but cup my hands around my mouth and yell, “Boo!” along with half our crowd. The runner from our team who was just called out on second base shakes his head as he trots back to the dugout.

A man behind me wearing nothing but a hairy chest and tight-fitting Hawaiian swim trunks that pinch his beer belly drops an f-bomb. He’s a sweaty beast who’s been dropping popcorn on me for the last half hour, but I agree entirely with his sentiment. He taps me on the shoulder, holds a meaty hand up, and nods. I reach back and slap it.

Solidarity, brother. Solidarity.

“There’s no way he was out!” I turn to Betsy, who’s sitting next to me and munching on sunflower seeds, and nudge her in the ribs. “How are you not riled up right now? That call was totally unfair!” I take another swig of my beer, the flimsy plastic cup sticking to my sweaty palm.

The sun is starting to dip below the horizon, although the temperature is still in the upper nineties. And the humidity, well… That’s another thing entirely. I slide my sunglasses on top of my head so I can swipe the sweat out of my eyes. Thank god for waterproof mascara.

Betsy shrugs. “There’s nothing we can do about it. Our guys will come back.” She winks at me. “I’m an optimist.”

“No shit,” I mutter.

“You really get into this, huh?”

I shrug. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been to any sort of game like this. I spent ten years in Chicago, and my ex-husband was a huge Cubs fan. We attended more games than I can count.” I don’t mention that, as much as I grew to love the game, I haven’t watched even one inning since we split.

She nods, but doesn’t inquire further. Working alongside my mom at the soup kitchen all these years, I wonder how much she knows about me. Like, knows knows. “By the way,” she says instead, “I love what you did with the shirt. Sorta sporty, glam, and sexy – all at the same time.”

I glance down at my shirt, the one Miles bought for me so I’d match all the players on his team. (Although none of their tees say MILES IS THE BOSS OF ME on the back. Asshole.)

“Thanks.” I finger the collar, biting back a smile as I remember Miles’s reaction when he saw what I’d done to it. Leaving the collar intact, I trimmed around it, shearing off the shoulders before cutting a good chunk of the bottom layer off. I clipped a triangle out on each side to make the garment more form fitting, closing the gap with the bobby pins I found stashed under the counter earlier that day. And I have to admit my makeshift creation doesn’t look half bad. In fact, wearing it now I have some weird sense of accomplishment. Like I took something plain and ordinary and turned it into something beautiful.

Okay, so beautiful may be pushing it. But at the very least, it’s not hideous.

When Miles saw it, on the other hand, he looked like he could have strangled me.

I snicker at the memory and turn my attention back to the game. The inning is over, and Wright Auto Repair is taking the field.

“So, do you have a background in fashion or something?”

“Huh? Oh.” I laugh, although it’s devoid of humor. “Ah, no. I have a degree in art, but most of my classes centered around studio work, like painting, drawing and,” I take a breath, “sculpture. That sort of thing.”

“Cool. I have an associate’s in Visual Arts. Although, I’m not really putting it to use. I do love photography, though. I’ve been playing around with it for a few years. Nothing really serious, of course. I’d love to do it full time, but…” She sighs, letting her voice trail off. “It’s just so hard, you know? Taking something that you love to do and making a living from it. As far as painting, I did take it as an elective back in school and was awful at it, to be honest.” She chuckles before tipping her head back and taking a swallow from her own plastic cup. “So, are you working on anything now?”

A flutter of guilt ripples through me, followed by a wave of longing so strong it makes my stomach twist, my teeth clench. It’s how I always feel when I think about my art. Because no, I’m not working on anything. I haven’t worked on anything in years.

“I’m between projects,” is all I say.

Betsy seems to sense my discomfort, because she changes the subject. “I bet working for Miles is fun, though.”

I take another sip of my watered-down beer. It’s warm, but the buzz it provides makes sitting here bearable. “Yeah,” I say, drawing out my response. The words on my back feel like they’re burning into my skin. “I’m having the time of my life.”

Speaking of Miles… My eyes follow him as he jogs out to his position at center field. He’s fast, his speed helping him catch several fly balls that would no doubt have turned into home runs if he hadn’t hauled ass to snag them. Now he adjusts his baseball hat, tipping it low to keep the setting sun out of his eyes. He has a baseball player’s build: tall and strong and lean. I squint, moving my gaze around the field, lingering for a moment on each player. Miles confessed on the way over that George was playing tonight, and it’s been my mission since we arrived to try and found out who he is.

The crack of the metal bat pulls me back to the game, and I watch as the leggy blonde manning third scoops up the grounder and fires it to first. She’s the same one I saw hug Miles that night at the bar, the natural beauty who – I frown as I watch her – looks just as good now covered in dirt and sweat as she did then. She’s wearing the same shirt as I am, although with her hourglass figure she fills it out better than I ever could. Like Miles, she’s wearing her baseball cap low, and the chunky blonde braid flung over her shoulder swishes all the way down past her ample (it’s so ample) chest. The fact that she’s playing third base places her close to the opposing team’s dugout, and more than a few guys have tried to engage her in conversation between batters. She’s all business on the field, though – a blonde Wonder Woman in black stretch pants and shiny metal cleats.

I’m about to break down and just ask Betsy to point out George when an older woman walking a blue pit bull takes a seat on the bleacher in front of us. She looks familiar, but it’s only when Betsy greets her that I remember. “Marilyn,” she says, bending down to give the woman a quick hug. “You made it.”

Marilyn laughs. She’s wearing the same t-shirt she had on that day at the soup kitchen – the one that says My Granddaughter is a Pit Bull – and I can only assume it refers to the dog sitting by her side. The dog who’s turned her doe-like eyes to me and whose quivering wet nose is inching closer and closer to my knee.

I hold out a finger, and she licks it.

“Are you kidding?” Marilyn says. “Miles would never let me hear the end of it if Lady and I didn’t come.” She lowers her voice and puts on a stern face. “Gotta support the team.” She and Betsy laugh, and even I chuckle – her depiction of Miles is uncanny.

Marilyn turns her eyes my way, and I see they’re the exact color of Miles’s – liquid hues of brown and gold and green swimming together to form a color my artist’s mind itches to replicate with a brush.

Betsy flings her arm over my shoulder. “Marilyn, you remember Jen.”

Marilyn smiles, her face lighting up. “Of course! Judy’s daughter. So nice to see you again.” Then she leans in, her eyes full of mischief. It’s a look I recognize, so I’m not at all surprised when she says, “So, how did my son finagle you into coming?”

I twist in my seat and point at my back.

When I turn around, she tosses her head back and laughs. “That boy of mine, I swear. I told him he needed help down at that shop, but would he listen? ‘Course not. Determined to do it all himself. Anyway, I’m glad he has you.”

Betsy nods in agreement. “Stubborn.”

“Granted, he wasn’t planning to do it all alone but…” Marilyn sighs, reaches out and gives my knee a squeeze. “Sometimes the Universe takes our well-laid plans and flushes ‘em right down the toilet, doesn’t it?”

Lady, you have no idea.
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The only real death I’ve ever experienced - aside from the baby birds with the broken wings my brother was always running across when we were kids and trying to put back together - was my grandfather.  And while I loved him and his passing did cause a twinge of sadness to settle somewhere in my stomach for a day or two, I was too immersed in the social pickings of college and Julian to really feel the full effects of grief. Fox said I was just in denial, but I knew that wasn’t true. In my opinion, once someone died, they were gone. Departed entirely from this world and no amount of crying, begging, or bargaining had the power to bring them back. So why spend time wallowing in pain you couldn’t do anything about?

My grandfather’s passing, the loss associated with it, flickered on the edge of my priorities. A dull ache I was able to drown with touch of Julian’s hands, the teasing caress of his lips.

Sure, someone I loved had died. But I still had a life to live. And I was damn well going to live it. The world didn’t stop for a dead relative. And I didn’t plan to play catch up while it spun on without me. I wanted to be in the lead. I needed to be.

Get over it. Move on, move on, move on…

The problem with that mentality is, eventually, all your moving on catches up with you.

And then you’re fucked.

Because what I didn’t realize at the time was that someone didn’t have to die to disappear from my life.

When that happened – when the one person I loved more than anything was still living and thriving in the same world where I lived and breathed – the agony was so sharp it knocked me off my feet.

And by the time I pulled myself together, I was already so far behind that catching up wasn’t even an option.

So… I gave up.
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Miles doesn’t introduce us. I meet George later that night entirely on my own.

Most of the team is made up of men – a staggering collection of broad shoulders, muscles, and testosterone. All chugging beer and slapping each other on the backs, hooting and hollering and crowing like they’ve done something as amazing as discovering life on another planet or curing cancer rather than what they’ve really done – won a softball game against a team where most of the players were too drunk to know first base from third.

There are only two girls on the team – well, four if you count me and Betsy (who, like me, can’t catch a pop fly to save her life), the both of us honorary team members by association. The only difference is that she actually likes Miles while I merely tolerate him.

Poytayto. Potahto.

But if nothing else, we cheered Wright Auto Repair right into their win.

And I have to admit that I actually had a good time.

Although that does leave two questions to be answered:

One, who would have thought?

And Two (which is, perhaps, the most important) who the hell am I?

I’m still sweaty and a complete mess, but then again so is everyone else, which makes my bedraggled appearance a little easier to bear. Plus, we’re back at Bert’s Bar – which seems to be the hang out spot for this crew – and the other patrons here are far from glamorous.

The air conditioning does feel amazing though, and at this point I’ve had enough to drink that my give-a-shit is broken. There’s no one here to impress anyway. Which, to be honest, is kind of freeing.

Betsy hasn’t left my side all night, and I’m not sure if it’s because she actually likes me or feels responsible for me since I know next to no one here and Miles pretty much ditched me the moment we walked in the door.

The rest of the team arrives in groups of three and four, and eventually we snag a long table while a guy with strawberry blonde hair and a thick Scottish accent orders us several pitchers of beer.

I tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear as I lean forward in my seat, studying the chick across the table from me. It’s the blonde Wonder Woman with the amazing tits who also happened to put every guy at the table here to shame with her night’s batting average. Her mouth is moving, but I don’t believe what’s coming out of it. “Excuse me?” I say, because I didn’t hear her right. I couldn’t have possibly heard her right.

Her arm is stretched across the table, hand meeting thin air.

“Sorry, it’s so loud in here. I’m George. And you must be Jenny.” Her full lips stretch into a smile so sweet and friendly and wholesome that I’m thrown off guard. “Miles has told me a lot about you.”

Oh, shit. Now that can’t be good.

I feel numb as I stretch my hand out to meet hers.

George isn’t a guy. George is a girl. A beautiful, hot, blonde bombshell of a woman who’s perfect in practically every way.

Miles isn’t gay.

Miles likes women.

Miles is dating this woman.

I give her my best blank stare, all the while scowling on the inside.

I bet she tastes like sugar. And spice, and everything nice.

My nerves prickle, my senses suddenly overwhelmed with the onslaught of noise, people, and smells whirling around me. My throat feels swollen and my tongue floppy, like my mouth is too numb to form even the simplest of responses. Like nice to meet you.

I’m struck dumb.

And I have no idea why.

She smiles at me again, lifts her brows like she’s waiting for me to respond.

I swallow, purse my lips together.

“I’m pretty sure she goes by Jen.” Betsy, who’s sitting next to me, raises a brow. “Right?”

I nod, finally finding my voice. “Yes. Preferably.”

George opens her mouth to apologize, but I wave her away. “Don’t worry about it. I think Miles just calls me Jenny to be an ass.”

Instead of taking offense, George just laughs. “Yep,” she says. “Sounds like him.” Her face lights up as she turns her gaze to the other end of the table where Miles is chatting away with a skinny guy who’s even taller than he is. When he feels the heat from our stare, he turns. “What?” he half shouts.

George blushes, laughs. “Jen was just telling me what an ass you are.”

“Great. Cheers.” He holds his glass up and grins. “I’d be more worried if she said something nice.”

She just giggles and shakes her head.

I flip him off.

He responds by blowing a kiss.

“Anyway,” she says, tuning her attention back to me. “I’m happy you’ll be around to help.” She reaches out and grabs the closest pitcher, pours herself a drink and then holds it up. Betsy pushes her glass forward. And then, without asking, grabs mine and does the same. “He’s so busy, he doesn’t have time for anything besides work. It’s making things…” She pauses, her smile faltering as she focuses on filling my glass. “… difficult.” When she nudges my drink back across the table, however, her smile is bright, and you’d never guess there was a momentary blip in her bubbly personality. “Anyway, having you around to take some of the burden off his shoulders will help.” She takes a sip of her drink, her peaches and cream complexion reddening. “Maybe he can have a life again.”

“It’s only been a day,” I point out. “I really don’t know how much of a help I’ll be. Might be awhile before he’s really, you know, free to… Well, free to do whatever it is he does when he’s not working.” For some reason, I don’t want her getting her hopes up. Just picturing the two of them together – driving around in that car of his or snuggled on the couch and watching a movie – is making me cranky.

I grab my beer and chug it.

The conversation swirls around me, and since I don’t know these people from Adam, it’s damn near impossible to join in. I’ve never felt like more of an outsider. And seeing Miles in his element – joking and laughing and trading quick witted barbs with friends he’s obviously known for years – has me unsettled. He’s not like I though he was. In more ways than one.

And all this camaraderie? It’s like these people genuinely like each other or something.

The table gets more boisterous as the night goes on, with Betsy turning to water halfway through so she can drive the majority of the drunkards home. Miles eventually moves down the table to sit with us, and I notice that George has positioned her chair so her shoulder bumps his whenever she moves. Which, to me, looks incredibly desperate and clingy. But who am I to judge?

She’s also made it her mission to set me up.

“Bets, seriously.” She leans over the table, her voice conspiratorial. Her face is flushed, and the loud whisper she’s failing to contain reminds me of Emilia. “Adair, right? We should totally hook Jenny – whoops, I mean Jen – up with him. Don’t you think?”

Betsy scrunches her brow. “I don’t know…” She hesitates, and I see something flicker in her eyes. There’s a sadness there. A longing I don’t even think she realizes. Her pale cheeks blaze pink as she shrugs.

“Here we go,” Miles cuts in. He looks irritated; the buzz he had moments earlier when ribbing me about the way I heckled the ump at the game is gone. “Why do women always do this? You know, maybe Jenny doesn’t want to be set up.” When Betsy shoots him a look, he narrows his eyes right back. “Not everyone wants to be coupled off. Some people are just fine on their own.”

The tension in the air is thick. So thick I can feel the heaviness of their unspoken words weighing me down. But George is either too buzzed or dense to sense it. As beautiful as she is, just talking with her this last hour has me thinking she isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed.

Sweet but stupid.

Her grin, however, is anything but sweet when as she plunges her elbow into the guy sitting next to her, the strawberry blonde who ordered our drinks earlier. He’s huge and handsome in a rugged way, his thick beard neatly trimmed and his shoulders on par with those of an NFL linebacker. He sputters, chokes on his beer. “What is it, Georgina?”

She wrinkles her nose. “When are you going to stop calling me that?”

“What? You mean calling you by your actual name?” His accent worms its way into my ear, a pleasing fluctuation of clipped vowels and trilled r’s.

George ignores him and waves her hand across the table at me. “Have you met Jen yet?”

At first glance, Adair is intimidating as fuck. He reminds me a lot of Julian in that way, all hard edges with a straight nose, high cheekbones, and carrying the sort of dark intensity that makes your breath catch just by being in his presence. It’s that Old-World look, the kind that immediately makes me think of medieval war heroes – the ones who downed a keg after battle before scooping up a voluptuous maiden and carrying her off to bed as a way of celebrating their rousing victories.

But when he turns his eyes my way, they’re surprisingly gentle. And any woman he chose to carry to bed would probably be more than willing. His smile is warm as he appraises me, though I hardly feel scrutinized. His sky-blue gaze seems to pull only my good parts to the surface; it’s almost as if I can feel them rushing up, past all the mean and ugly shit that usually obscures it. Like breaking up an oil spill to reveal clean water.

He holds a hand out, which engulfs mine when I take it. “Adair McTaggart.”

“Jen Malone.”

He quirks a brow. “You wouldn’t be related to Humphrey Malone now, would you?” His u sounds like oo, and I have to press my lips to keep from smiling too wide. I mean, men and accents, right?

“Humphrey’s my brother.” It feels strange to say his first name; he’s been Fox to the family for as far back as I can remember.

“A good man. My cousin William spends a lot of time with him and his fiancé. Seems they’ve taken a shine to Scotland.”

I haven’t talked to my twin brother since he left Iowa back in May, two whole months ago. We’re not close – being around him has always made me feel too exposed. Like I said before, his light washes over my dark like a spotlight, illuminating the imperfections I try so hard to keep covered.

I don’t let Adair know that, though. Instead, I just nod. “So,” I say, turning the focus back to him, “what brought you to Iowa?”

He shrugs. “Got drunk one night, made a bet, and threw a dart at a map.” He arches a brow, his eyes never leaving mine as he lifts his glass and takes a drink. Then he swallows, tosses his head back and laughs, the boisterous rumble full and round and deep.

It’s contagious and makes my own lips kick up at the corners. I cross my arms and lean back in my seat. “You’re joking.”

Betsy rests her elbows on the table and leans over. “It’s the truth. Dumbass over there is here because he lost a bet.”

I hesitate to laugh, still not sure if they’re fucking with me. “What was the bet?”

“I’m taking it to the grave,” Adair says, holding up a meaty palm and crossing his fingers over his chest.

Betsy clicks her tongue. “He won’t say. All we really know about this Scotsman is that he landed on our shores five years ago, started one of the most successful breweries in the area, and has an uncanny panty dropping ability that would put most men to shame.” She smirks. “Personally, I think most women fall for the accent.”

“Aye.” His eyes burn as they brush over Betsy, making her blush even more. “But not all women. Isn’t that right, love?”

“It takes more than a charming accent to get in some women’s pants, you know.”

Adair chugs his beer. “So you’ve said.” He turns to me. “Now, let’s ask Jenny here. What do you say?” He tucks his fingers into his collar, sits up straight, pulls a serious face, and arches a brow. “What do you think? Charismatic, right? Midwestern charm, yeah?”

I’m about to answer when, out of the corner of my eye, I see Miles scowling. When I look over at him, he narrows his eyes and gives a subtle shake of his head. “Very debonair,” I say, giving a quick smile and taking a long pull from my beer to avoid doing what I usually do when there’s a hot guy in my vicinity: flirt.

Because, yeah. There’s more here between Betsy and Adair than what they’re letting on.

I’ve never been around people like this before. Adair, he’s real. Betsy and George, they’re real. Hell, even Miles – annoying as he is – is real.

And any pain I cause Betsy by flirting with someone she obviously cares about would be… real.

This is a completely new feeling for me. This placid sensation of not wanting to dominate someone – everyone – is just… It’s not like me. At all.

It’s not that I need to be the center of attention. Granted, I don’t avoid it, either. But I’m not loud in that way. The marionette doesn’t pull its own strings, after all. It’s the upper hand that I crave. I like being the manipulator. The one moving the pieces. The ultimate feeling of control. In this dog-eat-dog world, being better than the rest is the only way to survive.

Why risk handing over the power to others when they’ll just use it against you?

My eyes land on the empty pitcher in the middle of the table. I pull it toward me, stand up, and give it a little shake. When everyone’s looking up, I point at the other empty pitchers lining the table. “Did we win tonight or did we WIN?”

The table roars. Everyone but Miles. Who’s watching me with an expression I can’t read.

I make eye contact with the bartender, point at the empty in my hand, and then hold up four fingers. After he nods, I turn back to the team. “Next round is on me. Let get this party started!”
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I’m ducking frunk.

Or frunking dunk?

“You’re what?”

I look at Miles. Apparently I said that out loud.

Whoops. I laugh as my feet suddenly detach from my body. Something pulls hard on my arm and saves me from falling.

“I said,” I say, then pause because I need to concentrate.  Who knew walking was so hard? “I said I’m fucking drunk.”

That’s it. That’s what I was trying to say. I smile, proud of myself.

Miles tightens his grip on my arm and huffs. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

I think hard. For some reason, I want to impress him. “I can do fouette turns en pointe.”

“You can do a what in what?”

“It’s ballet.” I stop abruptly, and since my arm is still tangled up with Miles’s, he almost falls backwards.

“Jesus, Jenn –”

I slide my arm out from his and get into position, suddenly sure that the fifteen years between the time I last did this and now is of no consequence. Why did I ever quit ballet? I was so good. Getting into position, I lift my leg up to passé, dip to plié, and just as I’m starting to open to second on relevé… An earthquake hits. At least, it has to be an earthquake, because the sidewalk starts moving, rolling under my foot and throwing me off balance.

But Miles is there, as he always seems to be lately, and before I know it I’m flush against his front. His chest is hot and heaving, the beat of his heart fast against my palm. My forehead is pressed against his neck, and I find myself wondering how he can still smell so good after playing sweaty softball all night.

“Whew, Jenny,” he says, making a face. “You’re ripe.”

Unfortunately, the same can’t be said for me.

And before I know it, I’m off my feet and in his arms.

Me and all my ripeness.

“What the hell did you think you were doing, anyway?” he asks, continuing our walk. “You could’ve broken your damn ankle.”

“You asked me to tell you something you don’t know.” I open my mouth up wide as I say each word, keeping my tone even so he can’t tell that I’m drunk. The key is to be articulate. So far, I don’t think he suspects. “I was gonna show you.”

“I was being sarcastic.” He sounds exasperated.

I forget what we were talking about, or why I’m even in his arms. So I just lean my head against his shoulder and enjoy the feeling of being weightless. Ballet used to make me feel weightless.

Julian used to make me feel weightless.

“My husband. Um, I mean, my ex-husband – we’re no longer together – is bigger than you.”

Miles shifts me in his arms, and my head bumps roughly against his shoulder. But I don’t care, because he smells like oranges and mint and the forest.

“Good for him.”

“Not height-wise,” I say, rambling. “But muscle-wise. He had, er, has a lot of muscles. Big, bulky muscles. Like, huuuge.” I run my fingers over Miles’s right arm, which is firm and straining under my weight. “Yours are smaller.”

“Thanks for the newsflash.” His voice is dry, and he doesn’t sound very appreciative of my newsflash at all.

I give my legs a few lazy kicks as we walk. It feels good to be carried. To be taken care of. Even if the person doing the caring is Miles. “But it’s funny, though. ‘Cuz you’re just as strong.” I press my nose into his neck and inhale. “And you,” – I moan – “you smell different. Like orange peels and pine trees and mint leaves.”

Miles stops, puts me down. “Think you can walk now?” His voice is hoarse. “We’re almost there.”

I take a tentative step forward, testing the ground. Seems the earthquake has stopped. Miles carried me through it. “Where’s there?” I glance around and see a familiar looking building across the street and point. “I work there.”

“And tonight, you’re going to sleep there.” Miles pulls me along, wrapping his arm up in mine in case the earthquake hits again. I can tell he’s worried about it, too. He’s hurrying us along, the muscle in his jaw twitching.

“Who woulda thought, huh?” I say, slightly out of breath because we’re walking so fast. “An earthquake in Iowa?”

He looks at me funny. “What are you talking about?”

I frown. “What are you talking about?”

“Earth –” He sighs, reaching his free hand into his pocket for his keys. “You know what? Never mind.” Instead of going in the front way, we round the building and head for a door in the back. Miles releases my arm, plunges the key into the lock, and steps inside.

I follow him, squishing up against his side as I step onto the small landing. The only light is coming from a window at the top of the staircase, giving the narrow space a faintly luminescent, underwater feel.

“Okay, so this might be difficult for you.” Miles turns to face me, and we’re so close that if I rose on my tiptoes I could lick the strong line of his jaw. I consider it for a second, then spend another second wondering why I’m considering it. I’m reconsidering it all over again when Miles takes my hands. They feel fleshy and rubbery against his palms.

“The light switch is broken in here, so there’s no light. Think you can make it up the stairs without falling and breaking your neck?”

I stand up straight. What does he think I am? Drunk?

“Of course I can.” I brush past, tripping on the first step. “Can you turn the light on?”

Miles groans and sidles up behind me, placing his hands on my hips. I can feel their heat through my jeans, and the sensation gives me the chills. It’s certainly not helping me walk though, because I’m suddenly numb to everywhere but that spot.

I giggle as we fumble our way up, because my insides feel lighter than air. Of course, this ethereal buoyancy can’t be explained solely by the moon’s filtered glow through the smudged window. But before I can fully question the source of my levity, Miles wraps his arms around my waist and lifts me off my feet. The old boards creak heavily with our shared weight as he takes the last few steps.

When he sets me down, I pat his chest. “See? Strong.”

He doesn’t say anything. Just leads me in, shuts the door, and kicks off his shoes onto a mat that says Beware of the Cat. I follow suit, kicking off my own sneakers and trailing him across the room to a door. He opens it, turns the light on, and shuts it halfway. “The bathroom, if you need it.” I don’t, so I just nod and twist around, studying the room. When I see the bed – still rumpled and unmade from this morning – it calls to me. Soft. It’s soft, and I want to be in that softness. Wrapped up in it, cushioned and snug. But the muscles in my legs aren’t working right, and I can’t seem to get them to move.

Miles is suddenly next to me with a glass of water. “Drink this.”

I do, but only because I’m thirsty and not because he told me to. I down the entire thing, hand him the glass, and take a deep breath as the cold water works its way through my system. While he’s busy at the kitchen sink, I push my legs toward the bed, each step a success.

“So, the couch pulls out into a bed. Just let me throw some sheets on it and then you –”

Oh, my god. This bed is the most comfortable bed in the whole wide world.

“Yeah, my bed is pretty comfortable.” I look up from the bed to see Miles looking down at me, his shadow hovering like sentry. It reminds me of the moai statues on Easter Island – something I learned about back in college and haven’t thought of since. Miles is like a moai.

“I’m like a what?”

There I go again, speaking out loud. Okay, so nothing stays in my head anymore. I stretch out against the sheets – which, yum, smell like Miles – and get to work on my nightly routine. Pulling the pillows close, I tuck one under my leg, prop one against my back, and sling my arm around another, squeezing it to my chest.

“Let me guess,” Miles says, arms crossed and a smirk on his face, “you were one of those little girls who couldn’t go to sleep unless she had every single doll and stuffed animal in bed with her.”

The rug muffles the creak of the floor as he turns and makes his way over to the couch. Feeling his absence, I lift my head slightly and watch as he tosses the cushions aside and reaches in for the pull-out bed. The metal frame squeaks in protest as he unfolds it, dropping the legs to the floor with a dull thump. He doesn’t even bother with sheets before he plops down and sprawls out on his back, bare feet dangling off the edge.

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Huh? You weren’t what?” His voice sounds drowsy, like he was just drifting off to sleep.

“I didn’t have to sleep with all of my dolls and stuffed, um…. Stuffed stuff.” Not all of them, anyway.

Miles chuckles. “I asked you that question, like, ten minutes ago.”

“Oh.” Then I notice all the lights are off, aside from the sliver of white bleeding out from the half-open bathroom door and stretching across the concrete floor like a blade. “Miles?”

A frustrated sigh. “Yeah, Jenny?”

I tuck the back of my hand under my cheek and close my eyes. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Miles answers immediately. “The odds of being killed by falling space debris is one in five billion.”

“Smart ass.” My words are slurry. But I’m pretty much past caring at this point.

He laughs. “You asked.”

All I can see of him are his legs and feet, crossed at the ankles. He took his sweats off at some point, and seeing his bare calves in this setting is strangely intimate. The window air conditioning is going strong but, despite the chill, he hasn’t covered up. “Tell me something I don’t know about you,” I emphasize.

“Nice try, Princess. I already went. It’s your turn.”

His voice is disembodied, and the fact that I can’t see his expression makes me brave.

“I’m a bad mom.” My voice is heavy, the words surprisingly clear despite my inebriated state. They cut me, slicing right through the alcohol-induced haze.

He doesn’t say anything, although he’s seen me with Emilia so he has to suspect. I listen to him breathe and flip over onto my back. The pillows throw me off kilter, but my body is too heavy to move. So I just stay this way, one hip higher than the other. “But I’m sure you already knew that.” My eyes feel hot, staring into the darkness, and I have to blink a couple times just to clear them.

Just when I think he’s dozed off, he clears his throat. “I was engaged.”

I draw in a breath. “I’m a fake.” It comes tumbling out of my mouth before I even realize it.

Miles fires back. “My friend’s dad made me shoot a rabbit when I was eleven and I cried in front of all my friends.”

I smile. “I’m scared of snakes.”

“I’m scared of snakes.”

“I miss painting so much it hurts.”

“I got beat up by a girl in grade school.”

“Working for you is the first job I’ve had in almost ten years.”

Miles is quiet for a moment, and just when I’m worried he’s going to revoke my employment due to severe lack of experience, he sighs. “I had a son.”

Had. I heard it. Had means not anymore. My thoughts are turning murky, but I swim through the sludge. “Miles…”

“Your turn.” He voice is firm, but gentle.

I bite my lip, digging my teeth into the soft flesh. “I just found out my ex-husband is dating a prima ballerina who’s prettier than me.” The tears finally break through, burning rivers of shame down my fevered cheeks. But I’m quiet; I don’t even sniffle. I became a pro at silent crying during my last year with Julian.

“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”

My heart skips a beat. A cloud passes over the moon, throwing the room into a darkness so thick it’s practically tangible. I kick off the blankets, suddenly hot. Too hot.

“Jenny?”

I realize it’s my turn. “You’re not as awful as I first thought you were,” I mutter.

Miles just laughs. I hear the springs on the old pull-out squeak as he rolls over.

We’re quiet for a while, my eyes growing heavier with each second that passes.

Miles eventually mumbles something, but I can’t make it out because it’s too dark. Wait, that doesn’t make sense…

This bed is the most comfortable bed in the whole wide world.

“’Night, Jenny.”

Miles. I heard that.

His voice sounds far away.

G’night, Miles.

I’m not sure I said that out loud.

The tears eventually dry up, and I sink.
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I always suspected Julian had flings on the side, even before our marriage. Women who meant nothing more to him than a fuck. An island to conquer, somewhere to stick his proverbial flag. Or some metaphorical bullshit like that.

But, back then, I felt the pros of being with him outweighed the cons. He loved me. I know he did – at least, in his own way. The only way he was capable. And he did put a ring on my finger. I was the one he wanted with him in the limelight. The desirable image he attached to his. I was the one who got to reap the rewards of being Julian Kinraid’s wife: the salons and spas where people bowed to my every wish, the best tables and service in the hottest Chicago restaurants, the invitations to parties and events the majority of the public could only ever dream of attending. I even modeled a bit; fashion designers who were diehard fans of Julian’s work requested me by name. They fussed and fawned over me while the flashing cameras ate up my image, splashing it across magazines and websites that spanned around the world.

I craved all of it. The admiration, adoration, respect. It was my drug of choice, even topping the addiction I had for Julian.

And then, of course, there was the money. All the money. That, however, was only a small part. A means to an end. It was a tool to maintain a lifestyle that promised me my deepest desire.

The security of being wanted. Of never going out of style.

Being cast aside for something better wasn’t a worry I allowed my waking mind to contemplate. But with Julian’s rise – and subsequently, mine – it was a fear that took hold and haunted my dreams. A nightmare I’d wake from drenched in sweat, chest heaving, and stomach rolling.

The desire to be wanted, to be a someone? It’s a need you can never quite quench.
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I don’t go out with Victoria the next night, like we planned. I tell her I’m too exhausted from a work function – which is sort of the truth. But in reality, I just don’t have the energy – or even the desire – to put on my personality suit and make catty chit-chat about the goings on around town. Pointless gossip I could give a shit about. So instead I stay home and, with Emilia’s urging, wander out to the pool and get pulled into an intense game of Marco Polo. Turns out my daughter is pretty spirited when it comes to competitions like this – bending the rules with the sort of persuasive argument that would sway even the toughest jury. We whittle the hours away enjoying the sort of lazy summer day I used to love as a kid and haven’t experienced since: hot sun, cool water, tangy lemonade, holding our noses while we dive for an old hockey puck we still have from my brother’s one year on the ice, swimming lap after lap after lap, and eating way too much junk food.

It’s the most time I’ve spent with my daughter in one sitting since she was born.

Now, after a long day of swimming, Emilia is out like a light, curled up by my side on a puffy chaise lounge. I’m feeling mushy from being in the pool all day, and her rhythmic breathing is making my own eyes droopy. The sun set over an hour ago, and even though the heat and humidity from the day hasn’t faded much, the cool water from the pool has dropped my core temperature enough that I’m not uncomfortable.

My dad stayed out with us for most of the day; he’s been working less lately and I sense retirement is just around the corner. We didn’t see much of my mom, which is unusual as during the summer she spends more time outside in the pool and garden than she does inside. And on a gorgeous day like today, her absence was noticeable.

The night is quiet, the silence interrupted only by the occasional cricket or the buzzing hum of cicadas. It’s a setting that provokes contemplation, the fresh air loosening my body and clearing my mind, pushing thoughts of my mother and her recent behavior to the surface. And… I can’t help but feel like something’s off. A niggling concern is just starting to twist my gut into a pretzel when my phone buzzes.

It’s Miles, and suddenly the niggling twist is gone. Instead it’s replaced by a swooping feeling, deep down in my stomach, and it reminds me of when I was younger and would leap off the high dive at the public pool after getting a running start.

I loved that feeling of free falling, of being entirely untethered and airborne. When my laugh would bubble up from the pit of my stomach before gravity would catch it in my throat, letting it warm my insides as I plunged below the water’s surface. It was such a rush – exciting and scary at the same time.

Seeing Miles’s name on my screen now gives me that same rush.

It’s a simple text, making sure I’m feeling okay after the spectacle I made of myself last night. He doesn’t use those words, doesn’t even elude to it. But I wasn’t so drunk on our walk back to his loft that I lost my sense of awareness. I remember everything that was said.

I told him I was a bad mom. He told me he’d had a son.

I’m fine. Thanks for asking.

It’s a quick text, and I hold the phone in my hand for a full minute, wondering whether or not he’ll reply.

Cool. Then, thirty seconds later: If you’re available tomorrow, I have a project I’d appreciate your help with. Might chip your nail polish though, so be warned.

I fire back an answer immediately, which is something I rarely do. I usually prefer to make most people wait. But then again, Miles isn’t most people. Very funny. And I’m in. What’s the project?

I bite my nail, waiting for his response. I love that he doesn’t use abbreviations or acronyms, instead choosing to spell every word, allowing that annoying wit to shine through.

What can I say? He’s growing on me.

I’ll fill you in tomorrow. Be here at 8. And be prepared to get dirty.

His text makes me laugh, an innuendo that only those who have a truly warped mind would recognize. It’s been a while since anyone’s promised me that. I hold my breath.

What do you know? Jenny has a sense of humor. Then: Actually, things might just get downright filthy.

I laugh out loud, a girlish giddiness overwhelming my usual nonchalance. Emilia stirs next to me, and I reach down and soothe a hand over her damp hair before I reply. Whatever, Casanova. Challenge accepted. See you tomorrow.

Night, Jenny.

I clutch my phone, rest my head against the fluffy cushion, and smile up at the stars.
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The project that Miles was referring to took more than an afternoon. In fact, making over the front of the shop took an entire month of practically round-the-clock work to complete.

It started with ripping down the nasty wood paneling put up sometime during the seventies that covered up the gorgeous brick walls I suspected were hiding underneath, and then whitewashing them to match those of the loft upstairs. It felt good to be working with paint again, even if it was on a wall instead of a canvas, and I’d doodle little caricatures of Miles on the back of cardboard boxes and old paneling during breaks. He’d laugh whenever I showed him one, the corners of his eyes crinkling up and getting all squinty. His humor is usually dry, so to see him let loose the sort of uncontrollable, full-bellied howl that my squiggly little paintings pulled from him was enough to make my own laugh lines deepen. I painted him with a wrench, a blowtorch, in his Charger, one with Lucy (which he took and said he wanted to frame) and one with George (which he didn’t have much to say about at all).

The next phase – at my incessant urging – was tackling the floor. Betsy, George, Adair, and a few other friends from Miles’s softball team joined us for this project, and we pulled and plucked and scraped those disgusting tiles off the battered floor to reveal an even more disgusting mess of congealed, tar-like gunk beneath it.

While working together, I noticed that Miles and George don’t act very much like a couple. In fact, they don’t act like they’re dating at all. Which, of course, leads my mind speculate on all sorts of scenarios. She’s flirty, to a point. He jokes with her but, then again, he jokes with everyone, so that’s not really a tell-tale sign of infatuation. At the very least, he’s polite when he ribs her – unlike me, who seems to bear the brunt of his smartass remarks and juvenile pranks.

Once we had the tiles up, I suggested we get new counters as well because the old ones had been around almost as long as the flooring and were looking pretty damn shabby. Miles immediately hesitated, confirming what I suspected – that time and money were a concern. Remembering some pieces I saw in Fox’s woodworking shop when I was at his place for Emilia’s birthday party almost a year ago, I promised Miles I could get him a fantastic deal – and then held my breath while I made my first overseas call to my brother. After giving me shit about only calling him when I wanted something, he agreed to let me have the counters at no charge, claiming “that poor mechanic deserves a break after working with you for a whole month”.  But there was a joking lilt to his voice when he said it, an underlying pride that let me know he was proud. I still told him to fuck off, though.

Now, after just over a month of hard work, we’re opening the front up for the first time. All the sweat, backbreaking labor, and youtube tutorials paid off; the place looks incredible.

“I still can’t believe your brother gave these to us for free.” Miles runs his hand over the countertop, the fresh smell of mahogany overpowering the stench of burnt Cheetos that, alas, will eventually find its way in here from the back. The wood has been weathered to give the counters a rustic feel, and the front side facing the lobby is fitted with corrugated metal, which accents the polished concrete floors and brick walls.

“What can I say? My twin brother soaked up all the good in uetro.”

“That,” Miles says, “explains so much.”

He crosses the room to my refreshment station and pours himself a cup of coffee. I lean against the counter, prop my elbow on it, and rest my chin in my palm. “Look at you, taking advantage of my brilliant idea.”

Lucy, who’s sprawled out at the other end of the counter, lifts her head at the sound of my voice and hisses. I flip her off.

“Har, har,” he says, using a pair of plastic tongs to pluck two peanut butter cookies from the tray my mom sent in with this morning. The station itself isn’t much, just a bar table with coffee and cookies, but I’m learning it’s the simple things that make the biggest impact.

Then again, the big things are pretty fucking great, too. I grab my mug of coffee (this one claims I’m kind of a big deal in Kentucky in cursive red font) and cross the room, sliding into one of the two new chairs I ordered and just arrived yesterday. They’re made up of recycled bench seats from a ’57 Chevy Bel Air and, unbeknownst to Miles, cost me over a grand each. The designer I found them through is an old acquaintance from my days in Chicago, and I knew they were perfect the moment I saw them. Reupholstered in distressed brown leather and held together by a sleek metal frame, they’re the epitome of vintage sheik. At least, as sheik as you can get when decorating an auto repair shop.

Of course, I didn’t use the word sheik when I hauled them in here and presented them to Miles. I called them badass.

Miles flops down in the other, spilling coffee on his coveralls as he does. A few sprinkles land on the leather, and he swipes at the spot with his sleeve.

I frown. “A few more accidents like that, and I’m not going to allow you up here.”

Miles takes a bite of his cookie and follows it with a swig of coffee. “As amazing as this place looks – and yes, you were right – it’s still no swanky salon. Or one of your high-end art galleries. Princess,” he jokes.

“Tell me about it,” I mutter, lifting my own mug to my lips. The obnoxious Beer Runners softball trophy sitting behind the counter is proof enough of that.

No, Wright Auto Repair isn’t swanky. It’s not an art gallery or even a place that needs to look like this. Truth be told, Miles could have probably continued on with his shop remaining just the way it was – gummy floors, out-of-date wood paneling, and pockmarked counters – and done just fine. Because he’s right; this is just an auto repair shop, after all. And the clients don’t come here for the ambience.

But all in all, it didn’t cost much. What with Fox giving us the counters for free and me buying the car-bench-couches (I told Miles they were a gift and something I found for fifty bucks total at an art fair a few towns over), most of the expense came in the way of labor – which Miles paid for in beer and takeout after our late-night work sessions.

“Speaking of art,” Miles says, eyeing the naked walls, “I’m thinking we need to get some.”

I nod, draining the last of my coffee. “Sure.” I threw sugar in it this time, and the soupy mixture sticks to my lips. While I lick it off, I ponder his use of the word we and realize I like it. “I can browse art.com. Find some prints of cars or something…”

But Miles is already shaking his head. “Nope. Do you really think I’d go through all this” – he waves a cookie around, flinging crumbs every which way – “to put up posters of hot rods and classic cars with girls sprawled on the hood?”

I nod. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I think. Which is why I’m not asking your opinion when I pick them out.”

Miles pops the last bite of cookie into his mouth and grins. “Actually, I’m thinking about commissioning some work.”

I arch a brow. “Oh?”

“Yep.” Miles slowly sips his coffee, brushes a few crumbs off his lap and onto the floor (that I’m only going to have to sweep up later), and sighs. “This coffee is amazing, by the way.” He holds up his mug, which displays a colorful beach scene and has the words SUN YOUR BUNS IN FLORIDA above it in bright bubble letters. “The flavor. It’s just so round and robust…”

He’s rambling, stalling, and he’s doing it on purpose because he knows he’s getting to me. So I kick him, because I want to hear more about this so-called work he’s commissioning.

He laughs. “Fine, fine. It’s a local artist who, from what I’ve seen, is an amazing painter. Her work really,” he places a hand over his chest, closes his eyes, and makes a ridiculous swoony face, “moves me.”

I feel a jolt, like I’ve been hit in the back of the neck with something – sort of like that time when Clark told me I wasn’t going to be pretty forever. The shock hits me like that, but burrows even deeper this time. And instead of a tire iron, it’s more like a bolt of lightning; the electricity rippling out from between my shoulder blades and pinging every nerve down to my toes.

It’s shame, this repulsive feeling. Shame that there’s some other artist out there catching Miles’s eye. Another artist who’s practicing her craft, wholeheartedly and without trepidation. Who isn’t letting the heartache from her past stymie her creativity or stall her brush.

Not like I have.

“Well, that’s great to hear.” I tap my nails on my mug, the clink of my chipped manicure against the ceramic betraying my indifference. “What’s her name? Maybe I’ve heard of her.”

Miles is sitting back in his seat, watching me with the most amused expression on his face. Happy and serene, like everything is going so right in his world.

Well, fucking fantastic for him.

Any pride I felt at the reformation of this place is seeping right out of me, replaced by the darkness that always hits when I think about the dream I gave up. And very willingly gave up, I might add. All for a man who, in the end, I wasn’t enough for anyway.

It’s like there’s a dull roar in my head, a buzzing in my ears that makes Miles’s voice sound like it’s filtering through a vacuum.

“Oh, I definitely think you’re familiar with her work.” Miles stands, holds out a hand, and cocks his head toward the back. “C’mon. There’s something I want to show you.”

I grab his hand and let him pull me up, then release it just as quick because my nerves are still tingling and his touch makes them jump all the more. We pass through the front and into the shop, Miles leading me to a corner in the back. It’s an alcove, actually – a fairly large one cut into the brick with big windows to filter in the early morning light. I had no idea it was here because, until today, this spot had been filled with an engine on a hoist and case after case of oil and antifreeze and transmission fluid. I drew the line at cleaning up the shop on day one, telling Miles in no uncertain terms that this was his domain and if he felt like working in squalor that was his prerogative.

But now all the auto parts and boxes of oil are gone. It’s clean, and in their place is something that takes my breath away.

“I didn’t realize there were so many different canvas sizes or types of paint and brushes out there. So I just bought a few of each.” He waves his hand at the studio he set up for me: a large adjustable easel with a small round stool sit on the floor and at least a dozen canvases of all sizes rest against the wall. A small white bookcase has been set up along the side of the space, and it’s filled with brushes and primer and pallets and pallet knives and tubes of paint.

I feel like I can’t breathe.

I’m actually having trouble sucking air into my body, like someone punched me in the stomach and now my muscles are contracting all wrong and my diaphragm is spasming.

“Jen?”

I whip my head around. In the three months we’ve known each other, this is the first time he hasn’t called me Jenny. Or Princess.

“You okay?” His brow is drawn in concern. He chuckles, though there’s a nervous edge to it. I’ve never seen him nervous. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”

I scowl. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” It’s an immature response, firing his words back at him. But I can’t help it. I point at the easel, the canvases, and all the other wonderful thing he set up for me.

For me.

It’s too much. All of it. And it’s definitely not the type of thing an employer does for his employee.

“What is this?” I ask, my tone sharp.

“You said you missed painting. So…” He shoves his hands into his pockets. Shrugs.

I blink. “So?” That’s not an excuse. “That doesn’t mean I have any desire to actually do it.” My voice is rising, getting high-pitched and squeaky. I clear my throat, refusing to get riled up.

Miles squints down at me. “Really? Because I’ve seen your face when you talk about it. I saw the way you lit up when you were doing those doodles.” He crosses his arms. “Are you really going to stand there and tell me you have no desire whatsoever to paint?”

I look over at the studio – my studio – and take a deep breath. It’s not that people don’t give me things – boys and men have been giving me gifts for as long as I can remember. Candy and stuffed animals when I was younger, jewelry and lingerie and vacations when I got older. But those things, without fail, always seemed to require some sort of reciprocation. It was never spoken of – not directly, anyway – but the weight of obligation was there. Most of the time, I didn’t mind. A few times, I did. But I was always a willing participant, either way.

I knew my role.

And I’ve always been fine with it. Because that’s just the way life works. The way humans are made. We don’t do something – give something – for nothing.

But Miles. Here with this amazing, wonderful, thoughtful gift.

My ex-husband wouldn’t even consider sharing his studio with me in our own home. Yet Miles sacrificed his own work space to give me one.

He’s not someone I want to owe. In fact, this relationship that we have – this purely platonic thing we have going on between us – has given me a sort of self-accomplished pride I haven’t felt in years. Maybe my whole life.

This seemingly insignificant job pulled me out of rock bottom when I wasn’t even aware that I’d hit it.

I am beautiful, but I am nothing.

Fuck that.

I lift my chin, all business. “How much did all of this cost? I can write you a check. Or you can take it out of my next paycheck.” I shrug, like it doesn’t matter either way.

Miles frowns. “I don’t want a check. This is a gift. Something I thought you’d like.”

I glance at the easel, the blank canvas propped against it calling me the way a siren calls a wayward sailor. “I do,” I whisper. Clear my throat again. “But,” I say, turning back to him, “I… I haven’t painted in years.” My expression hardens. “And I don’t want to owe you.”

His face softens. “You don’t owe me for this, Jenny. I was only joking about the commissioning part.”

He looks guilty, and I realize it’s because he thinks I’m angry. Angry because he made a comment about me painting something for the shop when I may not want to.

“I mean, you can still paint something for the shop if you want. Anything you want, actually. I didn’t mean you had to paint cars or something like that.” He attempts a smile, though it’s a shadow of his usual smartass smirk. “I wasn’t trying to box you in creatively or anything.”

I nod. I should say thank you, but the words are sticking to my tongue.

“Oh, and before I forget.” He roots around in his pocket a bit before pulling out a key and tossing it to me. Dangling from it is a round keychain with a photograph of Bob Ross’s face and the words We don’t make mistakes, just happy little accidents. “Use that any time. Day or night.”

I look up at Miles, not sure whether to laugh or cry.

Maybe I’ll do both, because my emotions are a tsunami right now and of all the gifts I’ve ever gotten, this is the one I want to carry with me wherever I go. Forever.

Because I love it. I love it, I love it, I love it.

I slide the key in my pocket of my jeans and finally find my voice.

“Thank you.”

Why are those two words always the toughest to say?
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I had Emilia alone.

A nurse held my hand in the delivery room, urging my breaths and stroking my hair back from my damp forehead as I pushed.

I didn’t tell anyone I was in labor. Just called the driver I hired after I got too big to walk everywhere or comfortably ride the L. Marco, a quiet man in his late fifties, traversed the roads that night with care and had the polite decency not to ask the whereabouts of the baby’s father. While I’d never made any attempt to converse with him during our few short trips before Emilia was born, he nevertheless sensed I was on my own in this. He helped me into the hospital and waited right by my side, holding my hand through a rough contraction and murmuring something – I assume a prayer – under his breath in Italian.

When the nurse came to whisk me away to my room, he assisted me into the wheelchair and said the kindest words anyone had spoken to me in months: “God bless, bella.”

I remember feeling almost frantic as we approached the big swinging doors leading from the waiting room to the maternity ward, an overwhelming urge to jump out of the chair and sprint back to the safety of the car, forgoing this whole baby thing altogether. Because what the hell was I thinking? I couldn’t do this, there was no way I could do this…

I twisted around in my seat, throwing a desperate look back at Marco – a man who, at the time, was the only man around who could possibly save me. I was only able to catch a brief glimpse, and the last I saw of him he was twisting his driver’s cap around in his hands, eyes big and round and sad. He lifted his hand in a wave as the doors swung shut behind me.

I never told him thank you.
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“So, you get a job and now I never see you?”

Victoria never calls, which is fine with me; our relationship isn’t very deep. Sure, she’s my best friend – or, at the very least, the friend I’ve known the longest– and our quick texts are usually enough for us to get our points across.

But now her voice reeks of accusation, and her words are cutting through the phone short and clipped.

I fight the urge to groan, considering my words carefully before I answer. I haven’t seen Victoria all summer, what with her anger over Trevor and me starting work for Miles. Now, two weeks into September, it’s the longest we’ve gone without hanging out since I returned to Cedar Hills five years ago. I think it’s fairly safe to say we’re drifting apart. “The restructuring took some time. There was a pretty big renovation involved. But things are coming along now,” I say, staying as vague as I can.

But it’s the truth. Things are coming along now. And quite well actually. Aside from Bane – Miles still refuses to let me order a new computer system – the front room not only looks amazing, but it’s one hundred percent more functional. I’ve even managed to keep the gummy, burnt smell of the shop out by keeping the back door shut and plugging in one of those candle wax warmers. With fall just a few days away, I’ve got the entire room smelling like cinnamon and cloves.

Miles pretended to hate it when it first arrived. Now he has one in his loft. It smells like spiced cedar.

Am I going overboard for a place that just fixes cars? Maybe. But in the two weeks since we finished, I can’t even keep track of the number of clients who have noticed and complimented us on the improvements.

And I’m pretty damn proud of it.

“So it’s Friday. You can’t possibly be working tonight. Let’s do something. I need someone to hang out with besides Amber and Steph and their boring-ass husbands.”

Ah, yes. For better or for worse, most of our friends are either married or coupled off, leaving me and Victoria and Raina (Victoria’s younger cousin who’s annoying as hell and mirrors my every move when we’re out) the only single bitches in our clique.

Meaning she wants to go out and hunt men tonight.

“Tonight?” I slide my eyes down the counter, where I’ve set Emilia up with crayons and coloring books for the afternoon. With my mom and dad out of town for the weekend on some mysterious trip they refused to say much about and Mary Jo back in classes at the local community college, the only option I had was to bring Emilia here after her morning kindergarten got out. Thankfully Miles doesn’t mind. But all of this leads to me to think – what if I had a job that did?

I’ve never had to worry about care for Emilia. But now with my parents taking more and more time for themselves, and Fox and his fiancé living it up in Scotland, my options for childcare are dwindling.

The door to the shop opens and George steps through, forgetting to close it behind her. She sees me on the phone, gives me a wide smile, and mouths good-bye as she breezes out the front door. She stopped by to bring Miles a coffee (which is ridiculous because we have coffee here, for crying out loud) and, almost twenty minutes later, is finally leaving.

I drum my nails on the counter before breaking down and peeking through the door. A sudden irritation snaps at my nerves, making me twitchy.

Victoria’s speaking, going on about some new outfit she bought on a recent shopping trip to Omaha that I just have to see, and I’m trying to focus on her words but there’s a roar in my head that’s making it hard to concentrate on anything she’s saying. “Shit,” I say, interrupting her. “Something’s come up and I’m going to have to call you back.” She’s still talking when I slide my thumb across the screen and end the call.

I glance over at Emilia. She’s bent over her coloring book, legs swinging against the stool and tongue pressed between her lips in concentration. “Emilia?”

She doesn’t look up. Just furrows her brow as she glides the crayon over the page. I see her father in her profile, and it makes me squirm. “I’m just going in the other room for a sec, okay? Holler if you need anything, all right?”

“’Kay.” She tears her eyes away from the page long enough to give me a quick smile.

I force a wobbly one back before stepping into the shop.

I find Miles bent under the hood of an SUV.

“Yo, Casanova.”

He looks up, dirty as usual. “Yes, your Highness?’

I toss my thumb over my shoulder, indicating the Pennzoil clock. “It’s almost three. Are you going to have the Andersons’ vehicle ready by four?”

“The Andersons’ car is already done. And you might want to give Mr. Lowry a call because this,” he pats the side of the SUV, “is gonna be done here in about an hour. And he’s not expecting it ‘til tomorrow, so…”  He smiles, proud of himself.

I just glare at him.

“And this,” he says, raising his brows, “is where you say, ‘Nice work, boss.’”

I huff. “I’m surprised you’re ahead of schedule, considering you had your girlfriend back here doing god knows what.” I’m not able to keep the snark out of my voice. “We have a schedule to keep, you know.”

He frowns, looking at me like I’m crazy. “Which I’m keeping.” He speaks slowly, like I’m a small child who can’t comprehend big words.

And it just pisses me off.

“Isn’t it rather unprofessional to have the woman you’re banging back here while you’re working on your clients’ cars?” I motion toward the SUV. “I’m sure Mr. Lowry won’t appreciate the ass print on the driver’s side door when he gets his vehicle back.”

Miles’s eyes darken. “Whoa. What the fuck? You’re starting to sound like the boss. Or, no. Wait. That’s me.” He rounds the SUV and plants himself in front of me, crossing his arms. I don’t budge, however, throwing my head back and meeting his gaze.

Because I’m right about this. I know I am.

I know,

I know,

I know.

Why do I even care?

“First of all, I’m not banging George. And second, she’s not my girlfriend.”

I roll my eyes.

“And third.” He pauses, steps closer, so close that the heat from his body latches on to mine. His voice is a husky whisper, making me hot in an entirely different way. “When I do get a girlfriend, I won’t be fucking her up against a random SUV while some little girl colors pictures on the other side of that door.” He leans into me further, his next words kissing my temple and making me lightheaded. “I like to take my time when I’m inside a woman.”

My chest is heaving, filling up with so many conflicting emotions I feel like I might burst. I haven’t felt so much anger and heat and passion since… Not since…

Julian.

The thought alone scares the shit out of me.

I take a step back. And then another.

Because what I want right now, more than anything else, is to be the one pressed up against that SUV – that one right there – with… with…

The door behind us creaks open, and I look over my shoulder to see Emilia bounding into the shop, pages from her coloring book clutched in her little hand. They’re bright and colorful and she’s waving her fist around like she’s carrying a winning lottery ticket and she’s the sole winner. “Look!” she yells. Her voice rings out like bells, dispersing the tension in the room. “Miles! I made this for you!”

I close my eyes, press the pads of my thumb and middle finger against my eyebrows and push. Hard. “Inside voice, Emilia,” I say automatically.

Miles takes a few steps back, and I can feel his absence before I even open my eyes; the heat is gone. Only a heavy cold remains, made more noticeable by our brief argument. Not to mention my betraying thoughts.

My mind strays…

“Mom!” Emilia tugs on my hand before thrusting one of the pages into it. “This one’s for you.”

I hold it up limply, studying her depiction of the Little Mermaid. Emilia chose black for her locks instead of her trademark red, and underneath the picture she wrote Mom in stick-like child script. I peer over the top to see Miles studying his own page, a smile lighting up his face.

Despite my irritation at – fuck, I don’t even really know what – I feel… Something. A sort of fluttering in my center, just beneath my rib cage. It takes me awhile to recognize it, to put a finger on the feeling. And then, like a bolt of lightning, it hits.

Miles meets my gaze, shakes his head, and laughs. He holds up his own picture, which already has small smear in the corner from his greasy fingers. It’s a colored in drawing of Prince Eric, whose hair has been shaded a light brown instead of black and is carrying a crude looking tool that Emilia drew freestyle into his hand. His name is spelled underneath, as well: MYLS.

And Miles is looking at it like it’s a fucking Rembrandt.

The hollow in my chest pumps with the rhythm of a phantom heart.
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“You’re a horrible influence.”

But my lips twitch into a smile, contradicting my words.

Miles brushes the water off his face with both hands and grins that nerdy ass grin of his. “Whatever. I totally got you. Which means, per our bet, that breakfast is on you tomorrow. And as far as a bad influence? I think Milly over here was already a pretty cutthroat Marco Polo player before tonight. Right, Milly?”

Emilia swims over to us, her little arms dog paddling through the water. “Uh, huh!” She sounds out of breath but can’t stop giggling so I’m not sure if it’s due to constant laughter or over exertion. She reaches the side of the pool, grabs the edge, and purses her heart-shaped lips. “What’s cutthroat mean?”

“Competitive,” I say. “Driven. Aggressive. What Miles is saying is that you’re a fiercely competitive Marco Polo player.”

“Oh.”

I can tell she still doesn’t get it. But that’s okay. Because she’s five. She’s five going on six, and how the hell did that happen?

And she has her first crush.

Emilia invited Miles over to swim with us tonight, and before I could revoke the invitation, Miles snapped it up.

So now we’re back home, Miles’s old pickup sitting out-of-place in my parent’s grand driveway, enjoying the warmth of the heated pool and one of the last nights of summer: playing games and eating pizza and drinking sugary pop under the cloak of a trillion stars. The underwater lights give the pool an ethereal glow, and between those and the frosted bulbs Fox affixed and wired to the fence years ago, the entire backyard looks magical.

I consider Emilia, try to sense her level of fatigue. She has the tendency to go and go and go, dismissing all signs of exhaustion until it completely overwhelms her. We’ve been in the pool a little over three hours now, and she has to be getting ready to crash. “How are you doing? Are your arms getting tired? Do you want your water wings?”

“Mom!” She shoots a quick look at Miles, embarrassment evident on her face. “I don’t wear water wings anymore. Remember?”

I should. I should, but I don’t. And then I press my lips together so I don’t laugh.

Because the expression on her face is both so adult and childlike that I feel all swoony inside. And I’m not a person who usually feels that way. Or, for that matter, even uses that word.

Swoony.

But swoony is exactly how this night is making me feel.

Miles seems to sense my intent, because he swims over to the shallow end, stands, and stretches. “I don’t know about you ladies, but I’m pretty wiped.”

I sigh, following his lead. “Yeah. Me, too. I think it’s time for bed.” I fake a yawn, one that suddenly turns into a real one. Now that I think about it, I’ve been going all. day. long. Taking Emilia to school, going to work, going back to school to pick her up, then back to work again, entertaining her this afternoon while I worked, and then swimming tonight…

I’m starting to understand the plight of single parents. It’s exhausting. And they deserve a fucking medal.

“No! One more throw! Puh-lease, Miles!”

He holds his hand out to Emilia and she swims over, little legs kicking as fast as they can. When she reaches him, he lowers himself back into the water and grabs her waist. “Last one,” he says, arching a brow. “You ready?”

Emilia nods, all business.

“One,” he says.

“Two,” she follows.

“And…. Three!”

My daughter goes flying through the air, plunges beneath the water, and resurfaces seconds later, sputtering and giggling.

Miles is gentle when he tosses her, not flinging her even near as hard as my dad used to toss me and my brother in the same way when we were kids. And Emilia’s like a little fish; she’s a great swimmer for her age and it’s damn near impossible to get her out of the pool during the summer. (Even as a baby, she loved floating around in the inflatable baby boat my brother got her our first summer back and would cry bloody murder when it was time to go inside.) Still, I can’t help the way my stomach drops every time she’s airborne, the way my throat clenches and my breath catches when she goes under.

Emilia swims back to Miles and hangs on his arm. “Again, Miles! Again!”

“That’s enough,” I say. “And Mile isn’t a jungle gym.”

She pouts, her lower lip jutting out and big eyes trained up at Miles. “You’re not gonna leave though, are you?”

I cross my arms. “Emilia, it’s way past your bedtime.”

“But it’s Friday night,” she whines. “I don’t have school tomorrow.”

Miles smiles down at her before looking back at me. He shrugs. “She does have a point. It is the weekend.”

Bad influence, I mouth.

Emilia swims around in circles. “I don’t…” She yawns. “I don’t want to go inside yet.”

“How about this.”  Miles rubs his hands together and beams like he has the most brilliant idea in the world. “How about we go inside, but we put a movie on. Any one you want.” He winks at me. “Friday night movie night. Now that sounds like fun. Huh? What do you think?”

Emilia pauses, plants her feet in the shallow end, and furrows her little brow. “Any movie I want?”

Miles swims over to her, grabs her hands, and starts pulling her toward the edge. “Any one you want,” he confirms.

Her smile is wide as she glides along, the water lapping at her chin as she nods.

I throw my hands up. A half win is a half win. “Fabulous. Now that that’s settled.” I swim to the edge and hop out, the crisp air nipping at my skin. Goosebumps prickle as I grab a towel and dry off as much as I can before wrapping it around my waist. I hold my hand out. “Come on. Let’s dry you off and get you inside.”

Miles lifts her from the pool before hopping out himself. I wrap her up in a towel, briskly rub her down, and tuck it snugly around her neck. A stray lock of hair is curled over her cheek. I squat down, brush it away. “What movie are you thinking about?”

“The Nightmare Before Christmas.” She doesn’t even hesitate.

We’re eye to eye. Nose to nose. For the first time in a long time, I allow my eyes to roam over her face. Her toddler chubbiness is gone, and again I find myself wondering how she grew up so fast.

Something in my chest pinches. And again with that damn phantom thumping…

Miles sweeps her up in his arms, the towel fluttering around her legs. “I thought you’d pick Snow White.”

Emilia rolls her eyes and gives a little huff. “Snow White is for babies.”

He laughs, then throws his gaze my way, feigning terror. “Wow, she just looked so much like you for a minute it gave me chills.” He bounces her once in his arms and shudders.

I huff and roll my own eyes on purpose, eliciting a laugh from them both.

Miles has lost some of his tan over the last few weeks, but standing there in his navy swim trunks and with a fluffy white towel around his shoulders, he still looks sun-kissed. It’s those gilded autumn-colored eyes under that mop of chestnut hair, I decide. That and something else I can’t quite put my finger on.

I lead the way back into the house, and Miles plunks Emilia down in her room before leaving so we can change. My clothes from work are smelly, so I change into the only other attire I have in the main house – a pair of black yoga pants and an old *NSYNC concert tee that I wore back when Emilia was sick and my mom washed and put back in the guest room.

When we meet Miles in the living room, he whistles. “Wow. Jenny. You,” he presses both hands to his chest, cocks a crooked grin, “are absolutely stunning.”

I give him a dirty look along with a hand gesture behind Emilia’s back.

“Miles, sit here.” Emilia takes his hand and pulls him down next to her on the couch. Then she pats the spot next to her. “Mom, you sit here.”

I snag the remote and dim the lights before grabbing a blanket and spreading it over her. “You’re awfully bossy tonight, you know that? How about a please?”

“Please sit next to me, Mom.”

I chuckle as I tuck myself next to her, shimmying under the blanket.

“Have you seen this before?” she asks Miles.

He nods. “Yep. But it was a long time ago.” He laces his fingers behind his head and sinks back into the cushions. “So, this’ll sorta be like watching it for the first time.”

Emilia turns back the screen, her eyes reflecting the soft glow of the television. “Well, it’s kinda spooky. If you get scared, you can grab my hand. ‘Kay?”

I hold my fist over my mouth and cough back a laugh. What a little flirt!

Miles nods, his face straight. “Thanks, Milly. I definitely will. You know, you’re pretty tough to watch a scary movie like this. Brave like your mom, huh?”

She nods, smiles up at me. “Uh-huh!”

He looks over her head at me and grins.

Emilia slips her little hand into mine as the opening scene begins – which, I have to admit, would freak me the fuck out if I was her age. But she doesn’t budge, just moves her lips along to the song without making a sound.

My daughter is brave. She’s incredibly brave, and incredibly tough.

And she’s not like me. At all.

Because I’m not brave. I’m not tough. Instead, I’m bitchy. I’m bitchy, and I hide my feelings behind sarcastic wit and biting words. I stayed with a man who, throughout my pregnancy and for almost an entire year after our daughter was born, treated me like a disease. I stayed and stayed and stayed, becoming one of those women I swore I’d never be, until he took the matter into his own hands and pushed me out.

Emilia’s asleep not even ten minutes into the movie and, embarrassingly enough, I don’t make it much longer. I no more than blink and it’s over, waking up to Miles gently brushing a lock of hair off my forehead and saying my name. When I come to, I see Emilia curled up against his side.

I squint and push myself up into a sitting position. “Did you watch the whole thing?” I whisper. I can still feel the trail his fingers left across my forehead, the heat spreading down to redden my cheeks. I push the blanket off and look at the clock. It’s after midnight, yet Miles looks as awake as ever.

“I did,” he whispers back. Then, “By the way, you snore.” But he’s laughing, so I’m pretty sure he’s joking.

Lord, I hope he’s joking.

I move to pry Emilia from him, but he holds up a hand. “Let me.” He wraps her up in his long arms, her cheeks pink and lips half parted, and follows me to her room. I pull back the covers and move aside so he can lower her into the bed.  The muscles in his back strain with the effort, and I find myself wanting to run my hand over them, press myself up against his side, and watch her sleep. And then I want to lead him to my bed and…

I’m rubbing my lower lip with my thumb, lost in these ridiculous thoughts when he turns around. His eyes darken as he watches me, and I feel like I’m melting under the heat from his gaze, my body turning to mush and my knees rubbery to the point I’m not sure they’ll be able to hold me up for much longer.

But this is Miles. This is my boss, a nerdy blue-collar mechanic who may or may not be building a relationship with someone else. Who lives in a loft above his garage, listens to outdated mullet rock, drives a foul-smelling beat-up truck, and whose idea of dressing up is throwing on a clean t-shirt and maybe washing one of his two pairs of jeans.

“Let me get your swimming trunks.” I keep my voice low, saying the only thing I can think of. He nods and, after we retrieve his shorts, I walk him to the door.

For the first time ever, I don’t know how to act around a man.

So I twist my hands together and give a nervous little laugh as he steps outside.

“I think my daughter has a crush on you.”

He lifts a shoulder. The porchlight isn’t on, just the backlighting from the front entryway, and it reflects in his eyes. With me standing on the porch and him a step down, we’re almost the same height. Meaning if I just moved forward a little bit…

I’ve never been shy. Never had to work for a damn thing. Until I lost Julian, that is. Until he slipped through my fingers because… because…

But that one time aside, looks alone have always guaranteed me the people and things that I wanted. I’ve never had to wait for a man to make a move. And I’ve never been shy to make one.

Miles, though. Miles is different. And he doesn’t care what I look like. On the outside, at least.

As if to prove my point, he leans in, reaches his hand up, and… tugs on my hair. “Looking good tonight, Princess.” He laughs as he backs away. When I reach my hand up, I realize my formerly wet hair has dried into twisty clumps that feel like ropey dreadlocks.

He points at me, still walking backwards. “And none of that health shit tomorrow. I want a greasy sausage and egg sandwich with extra cheese and a pile of hash browns from Norby’s Diner. Capiche?”

I purse my lips, raise a brow. “We’ll see.”

He just waves before turning around. “Later, Jenny,” he calls without looking back.

I’m just closing the door when I hear the rumble of his truck ripping through the night; it’s so loud compared to the softer engines of the luxury cars that usually pass through our neighborhood.

I lean back against the door and push my palm into my stomach, take a deep breath. That swoony feeling is back, the constant swooshing motion wreaking havoc in my gut. And I can’t tell whether or not it’s a good thing or a bad thing.

Excitement or panic.

Because sometimes the same feeling can define both.
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I had a nanny waiting for us when we got home from the hospital.

I wasn’t under any illusion that Julian would have an awakening and suddenly want to be a father. Not right away, at least. It was my hope, however, that eventually the day would come when he would.

I also declined my mom’s offer to come out and help. She had no idea – no one did – of the problems Julian and I were having, and I wanted to keep the image of my seemingly perfect life just as perfect as everyone thought it was.

Our nanny, Roxanne, was a frumpy middle-aged woman who loved children but had never been married or blessed with any of her own. So she doted on mine. With her mousy brown hair, hawk-like nose, and deplorable fashion sense, she was nowhere near as beautifully eclectic as, say, Mary Poppins. And while she wasn’t the most charming addition to my life, she did do a lot for Emilia and I that first year, and having her around was worth its weight in gold. Her devotion to my daughter, however, was something I only slightly appreciated and certainly never thanked her for. Because, at the time, I was too caught up in dealing with the deterioration of my marriage to appreciate much of anything. And expressing thanks? When had I ever been good at that?

Since Julian lived in his studio and slept in the guest room (on the nights he even slept at home at all) I gutted the den we’d set up years ago as an office but never used and turned it into a room for Roxanne. It wasn’t a large space, but she seemed to appreciate it all the same. From what I could tell, she enjoyed her job and adored Emilia. As for me, I just liked the fact that she never questioned our aloof living arrangement. Or the fact that Emilia’s father never once looked her way. Granted, he wasn’t around much. And when he was, he’d sweep in the front door and past us so fast he might as well have been a ghost.

The first time he walked through the front door with another woman, I was alone. Roxanne had requested the weekend off for some family function and the girl I usually used as a relief nanny was down with the flu, leaving me alone with Emilia for the first night since she was born. I was up making tea, a small celebration after finally getting her to fall asleep, when they blew in from the cold, laughing and stomping snow from their shoes. They smelled like fresh cold air and whisky and smoke.

She was blonde, her hair a bright halo of bleached white in the dark entryway, and I’ll never forget the way she clung to his arm, wrapped herself around his body when he pushed her up against the wall and pressed his lips to hers.

Their lust was open on display, loud and vulgar, and the apartment was suddenly thick with their scent.

My stomach dropped then, and I lost all feeling in my body. I forgot how to breath, how to think, even my own name. My vision was the only thing that seemed to be working properly, and it took in everything. Every single god damned thing, whether I wanted it to or not. The fit of her jeans, the way the yellow seams hugged her curves. The curls that fell over her shoulders and tumbled down her back. The faux fur jacket and the gold hoop earrings that dangled from her lobes.

They way Julian wrapped his large, weathered hands in her hair and pulled as he traced his lips down her neck. And the way hers parted when he did…

I was present, so present through all of this. Though I didn’t want to be. I would have given anything not to be. And then, having lost the ability to blink, I watched as Julian led her into the guest room, looking over his shoulder at me as he did.

His expression was blank; it was the first time he’d made eye contact with me in months.

And his eyes said it all. Every single thing he’d been feeling since the night I told him I was pregnant. And then some.

He hadn’t changed. He wasn’t going to change.

That was when I knew. Really knew.

I’d lost him.

And in losing him, I’d lost myself.

My legs gave out as the door closed.

One week later, I woke up to a crying baby and no nanny. When I checked Roxanne’s room, I found it empty. My next find – an attorney in the kitchen – told me everything I needed to know.

Julian paid her off, and now it was my turn.

Under Julian’s watchful gaze, I signed the papers with a stiff hand and a dry eye. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing my cry. Not anymore, at least.

I walked out of our home and away from the man I’d devoted the last ten years of my life to with a daughter that looked just like him and 1.5 million cooling in my new bank account.

It was the worst day of my life.
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I make myself up like I haven’t made myself up in, well, since I started working for Miles. Moisturizer, concealer, foundation, eyeliner, a smoky shadow, and a light rose lipstick. I slip into an old dress Julian bought for me years ago – an off the shoulder, wine-colored piece that hugs every single curve and hits just below my knees. Sophisticated with a hint of slut, showing just enough while still leaving a bit to the imagination. At least, that was Julian’s description when he saw me in it. To top it all off, I throw on some diamond earrings that sparkle like stars against my hair along with the bangles Clark gave me on Valentine’s Day.

I finger the bracelets for a moment; it’s hard to believe that was only seven months ago.

And then I realize it’s been seven months since I’ve dated anyone. Seven months since I’ve kissed a man, been with a man. Felt the desperate, urgent need that radiates between two people when you’re pressed close, chest to chest, lost to each other so completely you lose track of time, lose track of everything but the feeling of skin against skin, his hard to your soft…

And, surprisingly, I haven’t missed it.

Except for last night. Last night, when I watched Miles put Emilia to bed. If he’d asked, I would have opened myself up to him right then and there. Taken him to my bed, wrapped myself up with his long body, and…

“Fuck, Jen,” I say, looking at myself in the bathroom mirror. “You need to get laid. ASAP.” I press my cool hands to my fevered cheeks. “And by someone other than Miles,” I add for good measure.

Well, maybe Miles?

I groan as I stomp from the bathroom.

When I step into the living room, Miles whistles. “Holy…” He stops, glances over at Emilia, and winces. The two are sitting on the floor next to a large square coffee table, coloring books, blank pads of sketch paper, and crayons strewn about. “Butterflies?” He shrugs, grins.

I cross my arms and smirk. “Holy butterflies?”

“Yep. Holy butterflies.”

Emilia giggles. “Holy butterflies!”

I look at her and laugh. “I’m not even sure if I should scold you for saying that or not.” I make my way over to them, my heels sinking into the plush carpet, and bend down, planting a kiss on the top of her head. “You be good for Miles, all right?”

She nods, tongue poking between her lips as she focuses on her drawing. When she stops to trade colors, she peers up at me and bites her lip, suddenly shy. “You look so pretty. Like a movie star.” Her voice is soft, and she’s looking at me something akin to admiration. An admiration I certainly don’t deserve.

“Well, thank you,” I tell her. “Still not as pretty as you, though.”

And then I sigh. Because it’s the truth.

I grab a black blazer from the back of the couch and glance at Miles. “You sure about this?” I ask for what has to be the millionth time.

I’d been at the shop painting that morning – with Emilia by my side – when Victoria called, yet again begging for a girls’ night out. Miles heard me tell her I didn’t have a sitter for Emilia and offered to watch her on the spot. I tried to tell him no, that wasn’t necessary, but by that time Emilia had caught on to what we were talking about and then it was two against one.

So, for the second night in a row, Miles is at our house.

To be honest, I wanted to stay at the shop all night, painting the hours away in my little studio with Emilia at my side, sitting at the old school desk I purchased from a thrift store down the street and sketching her own little wonders out onto a notebook that she calls her porofolio. She’s got talent, and I’m amazed at the drawings we tack up on her “wall” of the studio. So far, my own attempts at rekindling my talent have been shaky. But I can feel it down there, hovering just out of reach.

Miles says I’m just being too hard on myself, that every canvas I’ve splashed with paint in the last week have been, in his words, ‘amazing’. And sure, to his inexperienced eye, maybe. But, then again, he doesn’t know how cutthroat the artworld can be.

I remember the definition of cutthroat I gave Emilia last night while we were swimming: Competitive. Driven. Aggressive.

Miles waves me away and, after seeing what he’s doing, Emilia mimics the motion. “Go, go,” he says. “We’re fine. Get out of here. Milly and I have a fun night of coloring and movies and junk food ahead of us and, not to be rude, but you’re totally harshin’ the vibe.”

Emilia nods. “Totally harshin’ the vibe.”

“Emilia, you don’t even know what that means.” I sigh. “Fine. Okay. I’m leaving.”

The two barely pay me any attention, so I pluck my keys from the sideboard and double check that I have my phone. As I’m walking out the door, I hear Emilia ask Miles if he’d like to see where her grandma hides the secret stash of chocolate frosting.

Shit. I hope he doesn’t feed her too much sugar tonight.
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The problem with people is that once you act interested in them, they’re no longer interested in you. It’s the chase, the need for attention that keep people in your grasp. Makes them cling to you like you’re the last life preserver on a drowning ship. It’s only when you show you care that they suddenly realize they’ve got you, that you’re not really necessary for survival after all, and move on. You’ve got to keep them guessing, begging for your attention.

Humans are always clamoring for the next best thing. You just have to make sure you’re it. Or, at the very least, make them think that you’re it.

We’ve been at Ike’s, a trendy club downtown with elevated cherry red booths, sleek silver cocktail tables, and mirrored walls that reflect the soft blue of the recessed lighting, for close to an hour now. The place is filled with the usual types: woman wearing outfits that cost more than most people’s rent and men who care more about their image and what’s in their banks accounts than the person sitting across from them.

House music seeps from the dance floor into the lounge, the volume only diminished slightly by the separation between the two spaces. I don’t mind the noise, though, because it’s drowning out the sound of Victoria’s voice.

Her lips never seem to stop moving.

I don’t care about the person sitting across from me.

And I don’t feel bad, because I know she doesn’t care about me, either. I’m just an accessary, someone she keeps around to make her look better. And, in all fairness, I’ve kept her around to make me look better. I’m prettier, more sophisticated – or, at least, I act like I am – and her flaws make mine less noticeable.

And since actions speak louder than words, so far I’ve been able to fool everyone. My actions kept me afloat after Julian, and everyone’s adoration has been my life preserver for the past five years. All the attention, the pining to be by my side, the worshipping the ground I walk on… It was reminiscent of my life with Julian, albeit on a much smaller scale, and I clung to it so fervently because, in reality, I was drowning.

But now I just want to… let go. Let go and sink.

Because I don’t think this is the life I want anymore.

Raina’s with us tonight, a little mini-me with died black hair and blue contacts. Her barely-there black dress is an exact copy of the one I wore out months ago. Although, to be honest, she’s a little too hippy to pull it off. But imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, right?

Now, I just think it’s annoying as fuck.

Victoria finally stops yapping about a couple we know from high school whose marriage appears to be coming apart at the seams and takes a drink of her martini. Her vicious, no holds barred account of what these people are going through has me wondering what she said about me when I returned home, sans wedding ring.

Raina, who’s been blatantly staring at me all night, takes advantage of the sudden break in conversation to pounce. “Jen, I just love your dress. Absolutely adore it!”

I give her a small smile. “Thanks.” I don’t offer more, because I know what’s coming.

Wait for it… Wait for it…

“Where did you get it?”

I groan. Out loud. Raina doesn’t even notice.

“I got it in New York awhile back. When I was there for a fashion shoot,” I add to pad the story. A reminder to everyone at the table that yes, I modeled. “It was one of the dresses I wore for the spread.” This is all the truth; I’m not lying. What I leave out is the fact that my husband paid the designer for the dress after the shoot, because he couldn’t bear to see me take it off. In fact, Julian liked me in it so much we had sex on the way home, in the back of the town car with the driver sneaking glances at us in the rearview mirror. The fabric rolled right over my hips, and while I was fully clothed, I’d never felt more indecent.

I haven’t worn it since. Until tonight.

“Who’s the designer?”

I can already see her gears turning, thoughts of e-bay and scouring internet searches until she finds a gently used version of the dress. My mouth is open, a lie on the tip of my tongue, when three men approach the table, stealing Raina’s attention.

One of them, a dark-haired guy with a perfect five o’clock shadow and muscles straining beneath a fitted navy button up, raises his beer in greeting. “Ladies.” His eyes linger on me for a moment before sliding to the empty stool next to mine. He pulls a megawatt smile, flashing it around the table. “Mind if we join you?”

The men are in their seats and clustered around our tiny table before we even have a chance to respond. Although, Victoria and Raina’s smiles are probably answer enough. I hold my expression neutral, not sure if I’m up for playing the game.

My mind keeps straying back home, wondering what Miles and Emilia are doing.

“I’m Adam.” His voice, laced with a southern drawl, is charming.

I smile my fake smile, pretend I’m interested. But only a little. “Jen,” I reply, fingering the stem of my glass.

His eyes stray to my fingers, and he nods at my drink. “Look like you’re close to needing another one of those. Mind if I buy you one?”

I glance at what’s left of my champagne cocktail and find myself shaking my head. “No, thanks.” The taste of my favorite drink has suddenly become too sweet in the three months since I’ve had one last, and I honestly don’t think I can stomach another. All that cheap beer they serve at Bert’s has tarnished my pallet.

I smirk when I see the shock on Adam’s face; he thinks I’m shooting him down. But a night wouldn’t be a good night if at least one man didn’t buy me a drink. I look him in the eye. “But you can buy me a beer.”

He chuckles, a slow smile spreading across his face. “You got it.” He leans in, his voice a throaty whisper against my temple. “Be right back, gorgeous.”

The other two introduce themselves as Jordan and Eric and handshakes ensue before each guy turns to his prospective girl – that I’m sure was deigned his before they even got to our table. I notice they all look alike, stylish hair that’s just long enough to be considered wild but still short enough to be respectable for their day jobs. Tight button downs that hint at their toned physiques without looking like they’re doing what they’re actually trying to do – show off their biceps.

Then again, maybe I have no room to talk. My dress is just as tight and clingy as every other woman’s here. A subtle advertising of the goods.

I’m leaning back in my seat, wondering what I used to find appealing about all of this and happy that I at least get a free beer out of the deal when a familiar blonde walking through the front door catches my attention.

It’s George. Her hourglass figure is wrapped up in a green sleeveless blouse and tight black pants paired with swanky gold heels. And leading her into the club is a man who looks a lot like he could be best friends with our trio. Her eyes roam the room for a moment, and when they land on me, she waves, whispers something in her date’s ear, and bounces my way.

“Jenny!” she squeals.

“Hey, Geor –”

Before I know it, I’m engulfed in a hug that’s tighter than my dress.

She leans back, holds me at arms-length, and studies me. “I’m so happy to see you!” she says, beaming, “And you look phenomenal. As usual, of course.”

If it were any other woman, I’d question her motives. But it’s George, and even though we’ve only been around each other a few times over the last couple months, I know enough about her that the sentiment rings genuine.

The truth is, she isn’t stupid. Just really, really sweet.

George has a heart of gold. Miles told me that, back in June. And it couldn’t be more true.

And seeing her makes me want to smile. So I do. “Thanks,” I say. “So do you.”

George pulls up a stool, which elicits a scowl from Victoria, and motions toward the table. “Are you on some group date or something?”

I laugh, a little too harshly, and pull my glass to my lips, draining the last of my cocktail. “Um, that would be a no.” Then, “I’m actually wondering what I’m doing here, to be honest.”

The words slip out, and I bite my lip like it’s not too late take them back.

George cocks her head, purses her pink lips. “Maybe you’re here so you can realize you don’t want to be here.”

“George,” I say, pretending to be shocked. “That’s pretty fucking deep.”

She just laughs. “Hey, it’s been known to happen. But,” she says, her expression turning serious, “sometimes we change – our interests, our desires, even our personalities – but we don’t realize it right away. In fact, sometimes we do everything we can not to realize it. Like, we go on, day after day, doing the same things we’ve always done and acting like we’re the same person we’ve always been. Like nothing’s different. When absolutely everything is different.” She taps her finger on her chest. “On the inside. Know what I mean?”

I nod, shrug, shake my head. “Yeah, maybe. Kind of. I don’t think that’s what’s going on with me, though.”

“Well, when it comes to ourselves we’re usually the last to know.”

“So,” I say to change the subject, because eluding to the fact that I’m not the cold bitch I’ve always been has my stomach feeling… swoony. “Who are you here with?”

“His name is Tristan. Sort of a blind date thing. He’s down from Minneapolis for the weekend.” She shrugs. “Yada, yada, yada. It’s a total set up, but he’s cute, so… Why not, you know?”

I don’t really. Because despite Miles’s insistence that he and George weren’t dating, I genuinely suspected they were. And that he was just telling me they weren’t because I liked to give him shit about it. Which makes me ask the obvious question. One that makes me wait with baited breath for the answer. “What about Miles?”

George grins a knowing grin. “Miles.” She sighs. “Yeah, Miles and I never really could quite click. I guess I just wasn’t his type. We’re friends, and that’s it. I don’t think he was ever really looking for more. With me, at least.”

I snort. “Yeah, okay. I find that hard to believe. You’re pretty much sex on a stick.”

She throws her head back and laughs. “That’s funny coming from you. And I mean that in the nicest way possible.” She cranes her neck toward the bar, looking for her date, I suppose. When I glance back, I see the crowd is three deep with one haggard person manning the bar. Looks like it’ll be awhile before I get my beer.

“Anyway,” she says, turning her attention back to me. “You know Miles. He doesn’t exactly care about what’s on the outside, am I right?”

I shrug. She has me there.

“Besides, I… Well, I don’t want to step out of line here, but I always thought he had a thing for you.”

Now I laugh. So loud that everyone at the table looks up from their conversations and gawk at me like I’ve grown a second head. “Um, no. No way. Now that is definitely not true.” I sweep my hair back from my head, lifting it off my neck for a bit. It’s so hot in here. Why is it suddenly so warm? “He doesn’t even like me. In fact, he told me so himself.”

Months ago.

“Oh, yeah?” George asks, her eyes dancing. “When did he say that? Way back when you first started working for him and were being a total bitch?”

The shock on my face must be evident, because she busts out laughing, which makes me laugh.

Victoria gives us a dirty look, clearly annoyed. “What the fuck is so funny?”

George and I just look at each other and laugh harder. I reach up and wipe away a tear while she presses a hand into her stomach. “You wouldn’t understand,” I say, my voice wobbly.

“See?” George lifts a brow, her face flushed. She points at me. “The last to know. Understand now?”

And yeah, I do.

Well, shit.
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I’ve never had real girl-friends. Like the kind that support you and are there for you and go out of their way to make sure you’re taken care of. I’ve heard about them, of course. Watched that sort of sappy bullshit on TV and in movies where two friends love each other like siblings and stick together through thick and thin, men be damned.

But I’ve just… I’ve never had that.

I didn’t even think it was real.

The people I always seem to find myself around tend to be egotistical, self-centered, martyrs, or downright vampiric. They use and use and use, running you ragged while sucking you entirely dry. That is, if you didn’t do it to them first.

It’s a tough lesson to learn.

I only had to learn it once.

But when George hugged me tonight and told me the man she previously liked might actually have feelings for me – and said it with a genuine fucking smile on her face – I didn’t have any reason not to believe her.

In fact, I believed her so much I left Ike’s right then and there, ditching out on Victoria and Raina and poor Adam (who hadn’t even returned with my beer yet) and headed straight home.

George is right. I have changed, if not a lot then at least a little. Because what I once considered priorities – even just a few short months ago – aren’t anymore. And the only two people I want to be with tonight are here. On the other side of this door.

That I can’t seem to walk through right now.

I sigh and roll my shoulders. Bounce around on the balls of my feet. Push my key into the lock.

It’s ten-thirty according to the antique grandfather clock in the foyer, and when I step into the living room I see Miles sprawled out on the couch, his long legs resting on the ottoman and arms behind his head.

It looks familiar; everything about him looks familiar.

And I suddenly realize that nothing has looked familiar to me in a long time.

The action adventure flick he’s watching has been turned down low, the actors’ voices and the roar of the car chase and pop of bullets soft, like the sounds are being filtered through a fluffy pillow. He doesn’t look surprised to see me when he glances my way, just grins a lazy grin. A thick blanket knitted from soft gray wool is draped over his lower half, and he looks so cozy it takes every ounce of control I have not to crawl under the covers and press myself up against him.

“You’re back early.”

I nod.

“Emilia went down about an hour ago.”

I nod again.

His voice is soft, soothing, and it loosens the tension I’ve been carrying in my shoulders for close to a decade and never quite realized was there until this moment. This moment right here, when I can feel it fading…

Miles nods at the TV. “You ever seen John Wick?”

I shake my head. I can’t even remember the last time I sat down and watched an entire movie. (Aside from last night, and I fell asleep.) Julian was always too wired to sit still long enough to pay attention to television; we didn’t even own one. And none of the guys I’ve dated since have been interested in watching a movie with me. Their minds were, to say the least, on other things.

“Here,” he says, picking up the remote and punching a button with his thumb. “I’ll start it over.” The movie rolls back to the beginning and pauses on a black screen. Miles looks at me and lifts the blanket next to him. “Give it a try. I think you’ll like it.”

I kick off my heels and pad barefoot to the couch, sliding under the blanket and sitting stiffly by his side. It’s a weird feeling, one I’m not used to. An intimate setting like this, being with a man without alcohol to lubricate our actions and lift our inhibitions. I didn’t even have this back in high school, where most if not all of my dates were based solely on heavy make out sessions during drunken parties or quickies in the back of a car on some lonely dirt road, a six pack of beer or a bottle of Boone’s Strawberry Hill between us.

But even without the alcohol induced haze, when Miles grabs my hand under the blanket, it feels natural. And again, familiar. He pulls me closer, and I let him, my body – not to mention, my will – completely limp to his.

I lean my head on his shoulder, breath in his scent.

He hits play, and the opening scene starts. “I know it doesn’t seem like it,” he whispers, his warm breath fluttering my hair as he rests his cheek against my head, “but this is actually a love story. Just give it a chance.”

I will.
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It’s been almost a week since that night, and nothing more has transpired between us.

We both fell asleep during the movie, only waking up to the shrill cries of a frightened Emilia calling out for her grandmother at five in the morning after having a bad dream.

And let me just say, waking up in each other’s arms wasn’t at all romantic.

Miles grunted awake, his elbow narrowly missing my eye and instead smacking me in the temple.

I drooled on his shirt and left a smeared lipstick stain on his sleeve.

Obviously I’m the epitome of class these days.

But now it’s Friday, and I have to admit I’m looking forward to the weekend. And not because I’m excited to sleep in or lounge around doing absolutely nothing after a long week of running Emilia back and forth to school and dance class and managing a growing business. Nor is it the possibility that Miles might be on the brink of asking me out on an actual date, of which I’m inclined to believe he is because he’s been hovering around me all day and, just as he opens his mouth, the phone will ring or a customer will walk in, ruining the moment.

I’m just happy tomorrow is Saturday because that means I get to paint.

Of course, I’m in the studio for a few hours every night after work. But on weekends, I get to paint all. day. long.

Since Miles gifted me the amazing space, I can’t seem to stay away from it.

I study the painting I hung on the wall in the front room this morning and press my lips together to keep from smiling too wide. I know it sounds vain, but I can’t keep my eyes off it. Granted, it will be a few months before I can varnish it, so it’s not entirely finished yet. But it’s the first real piece of artwork I’ve finished in years, and the satisfaction of creating something from nothing is even sweeter than I remember. It’s just a simple mix of oil over acrylic on an eighteen by twenty-four-inch canvas, an amorphous landscape represented by color and emotions rather than static lines and shapes. This particular piece is a prairie scene from my grandfather’s land; the golds and greens and blues and browns blended together to reflect the rolling hills and endless stretch of grass resting beneath a wispy eggshell blue sky.

There’s depth in this work. More shadows, more contrast between the darks and the lights. I mixed in deep hues of green gold and indanthrone blue and manganese violet and then built the lighter layers gradually. Layer atop layer atop layer – more layers than I’ve ever painted on one canvas before.

And I’m not sure that’s a coincidence. Because I think this painting came from the deepest part of me. The part that’s been hidden – forced under and shoved down beneath layer after layer after layer of superficial bullshit.

With this piece, I didn’t think. I just… got out of the way. Just stepped aside entirely and let that deepest layer float to the top, moving my hand and driving my brush.

And to be in that zone? That alpha brainwave state where they say magic happens and all of life’s creativity stems from? It’s the highest of the highs. Better than any addiction I’ve ever had. One of my professors in college would go on and on about this level of mind, encouraging us to reach it so we could tap into our greatest potential. But I never could. Ever. My mind was always buzzing with too many things. Like my image. And, of course, Julian.

Being with him was an emotional roller coaster. And all those trapped feelings I’ve been chewing over and feeding on for years? They’ve held me captive, a prisoner to the past. Even after Julian left me, I never really left him. Subconsciously, by holding on to those emotions, I was holding on to him. I didn’t realize it at the time – shit, it’s taken me five years to realize it now – but it was my way of staying connected. If I put those emotions to rest, put those feelings to bed and gotten on with my life, with my art, with my daughter, it would be like admitting that part of my life with Julian was over. Really and truly over. And that he was never coming back.

All these years, I’ve just been hanging in limbo. Waiting. Waiting for him to come to his senses, waiting for him to realize he misses me, waiting for him to want to get to know his daughter… Waiting for him to change, so we could go back to how we were. But that makes no sense. Because if he had to change to go back to how we were, then we wouldn’t be how we were.

I hung on to the anger and bitterness because he was the reason for the feelings. And by directing those feelings at him – even if it was only subconsciously – I was able to keep him in my life.

Day after day, month after month, year after year. But now, I think I’ve found a way to release him.

Or, more importantly, release myself.

“You staying late tonight?”

I tear my eyes away from the painting to see Miles leaning against the counter, watching me. I didn’t even hear him come in. His coveralls, which started out clean this morning, are splattered with grease and grime. There’s a dirt smudge on his cheek, and for some reason seeing it makes my heart swell. “Thinking about it,” I say, unable to keep my smile from breaking through.

He cocks his head, studies me. “You’re awfully smiley.” He moves closer, rests his elbows on the counter next to mine so we’re shoulder to shoulder, almost touching. “Should I be worried? Is tonight a full moon or something?”

I nudge my shoulder into his and then hold it there. ““Wow. A mechanic and a comedian? Aren’t you multi-talented?”

“Sweetheart, you have no idea.”

I laugh, remembering the first night I saw him at Bert’s. All those months ago.

So much time has passed. Yet it doesn’t feel like much at all. It’s so weird.

Life is weird.

I move my gaze around the shop; it doesn’t look like the same place I walked into back in June. Then again, I don’t look like the same person I was back in June.

And neither does Miles. Although, when it comes to him, I think it’s only my perspective that’s changed. Not him.

To prove my point, he tugs on a loose strand of hair that’s come out of my bun. The only thing I had time for this morning was a light coating of mascara and lip gloss. Since I’ve been the one getting up with Emilia and taking her to school, I’m learning she moves about as slow as molasses, and I practically have to pull her from bed in the mornings. With as tired as my mom’s been lately, I’ve been letting her sleep in while taking on more responsibility with Emilia. And no, I’m not looking for praise. I’m well aware of the fact that she’s my daughter and I should have been doing things like this all along.

It’s not an excuse, but I was asleep. I was asleep, and now I’m not anymore.

And I have a lot to make up for.

“Would you possibly be up for putting painting off tonight and doing something else?”

His shoulder is warm against mine, and suddenly there’s a suggestive tension in the air that fills my lower half with the sort of heat that makes me want to lock the doors right now and get started on his something else right away.

But I play it cool. Of course I do.

I shrug, mostly so I can press my shoulder further into his. “Maybe.” Yes. “Like what?”

“Dinner and a show?”

I smirk. “Like Applebee’s and a movie?” I joke. And then I feel bad, because this is Miles and more than likely that’s exactly what he has planned.

He turns to face me, lifting a hand to tuck that stray piece of hair behind my ear. His fingers linger under my lobe, trailing the length of my jaw before he drops them. His voice is rough when he answers. “Not even close.”
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I lock the doors at five minutes to five so I can prep as best as I can for our “date”.

Miles was adamant that I didn’t have to dress up for it but, me being me, there’s no way I’m going out with a man I plan to seduce without at least freshening up. And with the show starting at six, there’s not enough time to trek all the way home, shower and change, and be back in time. So I use the shop bathroom as best as I can, washing my face with an old facial cleansing cloth I found in my purse and reapplying a fresh coat of mascara and pink lipstick. Without anything else available, I also smudge some of the lipstick on my cheekbones and rub it in for a fresh, dewy glow. I peel off my long-sleeve crewneck, tuck in the straps of my bra, and throw on an emerald green sweater I pulled out of the backseat of my Rover that I was planning to drop off at the dry cleaners after work but, after passing the sniff test, decide I can get one more wear out of. It’s cashmere soft and has a neckline that sits just off my shoulders – soft and sexy without trying too hard. Fortunately, I had the hindsight to wash my hair last night, and when I brush it out it, I’m happy to see the locks still hold a shine.

When I’ve done the most I can with what I’ve got, I head up to the loft and find Miles in his kitchen, freshly showered and looking laidback as always in a blue and green flannel. He whistles when he sees me, and I try not to swoon too much. “Holy butterflies. You look amazing.”

I cross my arms and smirk. “And you look clean.”

He grins, then tosses me an individually wrapped Reeses’ Peanut Butter Cup, the thick kind with extra peanut butter in the middle. “You might want to eat that. We won’t be having dinner until closer to eight, and I don’t want your bitch to come out before I get a chance to feed you.”

I tear into the wrapper, happy he remembered it was my favorite. In the few short months we’ve known each other, he’s already alert to my idiosyncrasies; one being that I turn into a raging bitch (more so than usual) when I’m hungry.

I hop up onto one of the bar stools, lean my elbows on the island, and peel the inside wrapper from the chocolate. “So, what kind of show is this, anyway?”

Miles’s back is to me, and I watch him move from one end of the counter to the other, stuffing paper towels, plastic cutlery, and – what the fuck? – a giant bag of marshmallows into a wrinkled paper grocery bag while I nibble around the edge of the chocolate disc. Like I always do, I save the peanut butter for last.

He squats down, disappearing for a moment. I hear a cupboard thump shut and then the crinkle of the paper bag as he drops whatever he retrieved into it. He hops up and sets the bag on the counter before heading to the fridge. “Music.”

I swallow down the lump of peanut butter and move to one of the cupboards, pulling out a coffee mug (the man doesn’t own a drinking glass, I swear) and fill it with water. “I know it’s music,” I say, filling the mug with water from the tap. “But what kind of music?”

He pulls a twelve pack of beer from the fridge and shakes his head. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

I groan, feigning annoyance. But it still doesn’t stop the smile that’s been breaking through all day to break through again. I gulp the water, and move to rinse the mug in the sink. This one says has a colorful drawing of a cactus on it and the words Don’t be a prick – Phoenix, Arizona underneath it. “Well,” I muse, depositing the mug into the plastic dishrack. “If you won’t tell me that, maybe you can fill me in on why you have so many corny coffee mugs.” I point to the mug sitting next to the one I just washed that has a cartoon image of a UFO and says Best Western Space Lodge, Nevada.

Miles chuckles. He breaks up the case of beer, pulling cans from the cardboard and depositing them into a small green cooler. Each can hits the bottom with a dull thunk before clanking into the one next to it. “Yes, those.” He reaches over and opens the freezer, grabbing the ice bucket and dumping it over the cans. “My dad was a truck driver,” he says, closing the lid and snapping it shut. “Traveled all over. He’d bring my mom and I a mug home from each state. It sorta of became a game, finding the most tasteless, vulgar, tacky mug he could on his trips. Shit, I think at some point we had over a hundred and fifty.” He laughs. “I don’t think I ever used a real glass as a kid.”

“Holy butterflies,” I say. “That’s a lot.”

He nods, fiddles with the handle on the cooler. “Yep.”

“So, is he retired?”

“No. He…” Miles takes a deep breath, releases it. “He never got the chance to retire. He died when I was ten.” His features soften, but other than that, he’s stoic. Not indifferent, really. Just matter of fact.

But me on the other hand… My eyes burn and my damn phantom heart thumps as my mind conjures up an image of a ten-year old Miles sitting at a kitchen table and drinking pop from a coffee mug that says I Love NY and suffering the sort of loss no kid should have to suffer. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you.”

He hands me the paper bag, and I take it. But before he can pull away, I reach out my other hand out and lay it atop of his and squeeze.

There’s something about this guy that pulls at my heartstrings.

With Julian it was all about competition, games, never letting him know he had the upper hand. I would act like I cared. And then, knowing he had me, he’d pull away. And vice versa.

We were two domineering personalities that wanted to pull the other person’s strings. Our relationship was a constant battle of wills. And at first, it was thrilling. The chase. The drama. The sex, the makeup sex, the hot and passionate and fiery I-hate-you-but-I-want-you sex.

Our relationship was like a theatrical performance. We were addicted to the drama.

In the short time I’ve known Miles – and so far, we’ve only known each other as friends – I can tell that any type of romantic relationship with him would be different. And that sort of romance appeals to me now.

Because I’ve changed.

It’s like that frenzied need for drama has fizzled, burned away completely, and I no longer crave the spectacle of narcissistic competition.

For the first time in my life, I want to give. Wholly and without expectation.

And so I slide the paper bag from his hand, set it on the island, and slide my hands around his torso, and pull him close. He smells familiar, that sweet minty pine scent, and I breathe him in as I press my cheek into his chest. The flannel is soft against my skin and a smile spills across my face when I hear the beat of his heart quicken.

“Jenny,” he starts, “I’m fine, really. It was a long time ago…”

But I just squeeze harder, burrow myself in deeper.

And suddenly I feel his arms around me. Stiff at first, and then limp. But just when I’m about to pull away, certain I’ve misread every signal between us, his embrace tightens. One arm encircles my waist while his other hand slides up my back, over my neck, and entwines with my hair. The fierceness of his hold makes me gasp, and we stay like this, clinging to one another for seconds or eternity; I don’t know which.

Because neither of us seems to want to let go.

But then I open my mouth. “Hugs, huh?” I say, giving a nervous little chuckle and pulling away slightly so I can look up at him. “Totally underrated, right?”

He just grins, pulling me back in and resting his chin against the top of my head. “Totally.”
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When Miles pulls the Charger into the parking lot of the soup kitchen, I think he’s joking. Because bringing me here as a fake out, as a funny reminder of the day we met would be just like him. But when he gets out of the car, rounds it and opens my door, I can’t help but look up at him and laugh. “Um,” I say, taking his hand and allowing him to help me from the car, “what exactly are we doing here?”

He smiles, winks at me. “You’ll see. C’mon.”

He doesn’t release my hand, just holds it gently as we walk around to the font of the building and pass through a large set of double doors. It’s not quite six o’clock yet, but the front hall is bustling as we step inside. Miles stops at a table manned by a skinny brunette who looks like she’s still in high school. Large red-framed glasses overwhelm her heart-shaped face and a bulky out-of-date sweater hands loosely on her small frame. She smiles up at Miles like she knows him before shooting a curious glance my way. “Hey.”

Miles lets go of my hand to grab his wallet. He pulls some bills from the sleeve and slides them into the gallon glass jug near the girl’s elbow. In front of the jug is a sign that says All donations go to support The Rothchester House. “Hey, Shauna. Busy night, I take it?”

She nods, her eyes lighting up. “Yep. And guess who’s opening?”

He squints, pretends to think. “Taylor Swift?”

Shauna laughs, shaking her head.

“Pink? Brittany Spears?”

“Miles!”

He rubs his chin, furrows his brow. “Hmm...  Who else around here has enough musical talent to open for a legend?” Then his eyes go wide, as if a though just hit him. He cocks a finger in her direction. “You?”

She nods, blushes.

Miles throws up a hand, and she slaps it. “Way to go, kid.”

A man in a leather jacket and black slacks steps in front of us to drop a few bills into the donation jar. When he leaves, Shauna bites her lip. “I’m so nervous, though,” she confesses.

Miles’s smile is warm, almost big brotherly. “You,” he says, raising his brows for emphasis, “will do great. You got that?”

She nods, tucking her hands in the sleeves of her frumpy brown sweater and pulling the material taut, stretching the arms out even more. Then someone calls her name and, after a quick glance over her shoulder, she waves a sweater clad hand and bounces away. A tall blonde kid with an unfortunate complexion takes her place at the table. He’s quiet, just holds a fist out for Miles to bump before we head inside the auditorium.

“I have absolutely no idea what’s going on,” I say as we work our way down the slanted aisle and shimmy into a pair of rickety fold down seats, “but you seem pretty popular around here.”

Miles shrugs it off. “Shauna’s been taking voice and guitar lessons from my mom for, shit, what has it been? Three years now? And Henry back there was in the last auto repair class I taught.”

I turn to him, raising a brow. “You teach?”

“I do weekend workshops for high school kids who want to learn about cars. Well, I did. I haven’t exactly had the time since taking over the shop from Bob. But I plan to start back up when things slow down. The workshops and classes are a service The Rothchester House provides for kids who wouldn’t otherwise get a chance to learn about certain things. You know, all those programs the public schools cut. My mom teaches music – voice, guitar, piano. George puts on a yoga and meditation class twice a week in the gymnasium. Things like that. They offer adult continuing educational classes, too – like resume building, cooking, crocheting, gardening. All the time is donated, of course. Makes education possible for people who don’t have the opportunity or, more specifically, the funds to pursue it. And most of the people who take classes actually end up back here a few years later, teaching. It’s sort of a give and take, if you will.”

“That sounds… Awesome.”

Before we can talk anymore, the lights dim and the surrounding chattering diminishes, fading little by little before stopping entirely. The auditorium is suddenly cloaked in a quiet that seems bottomless.

I turn my attention to the stage to see Shauna practically tip-toe to where a chair and a microphone have been set up, a scarred guitar clutched in her hand. Her plaid skirt hangs on her like a sack, and even from six rows back I can see the scuff marks on her cheap ankle boots.

She bites her lip as she takes her seat and throws the guitar strap over her head. Her fingers visibly tremble as she adjusts the microphone stand and scoots her chair closer to it. The pent-up breath she releases is audible through the mic, and she gives a nervous chuckle that’s followed by one from the audience. Her eyes shift to the left of the stage for a moment, and she gives a slight nod before turning to address the room.

“Hi. I’m Shauna. Tonight, I’ll be playing Creep, originally by Radiohead. I… I hope you all enjoy it.” Her voice is so soft, so wobbly that I feel sorry for her before she even opens her mouth to sing – because, I mean, she sounds scared to death. She looks so small, so fragile up there that I find myself crossing my fingers and sitting forward in my seat, breath held as she strums the first few notes of the song.

Miles sees my crossed fingers and reaches down, covering my hand with his.

Shauna stops strumming, and then it’s just her voice, her voice that’s crisp and clear, weightless and breathy, like the words are coming from somewhere deeper than her core. Like the song originated somewhere else, on another plane of existence, and Shauna’s merely the conduit for it to be heard. “You were here before…”

I know this song, of course. And it’s always seemed haunting, wistful. But when Shauna sings it, I feel an ache in my chest that blooms larger with each breath I take. So I let my breath catch, and after a moment I forget to breathe entirely because I’m too busy getting lost in the words, the ethereal sound of her voice. The longing she wrings from the lyrics bring tears to my eyes, which I discreetly wipe away before they can brim over.

When the song is finished and the last string is plucked, a hush falls over the room. No one breathes, no one moves. It’s as if everyone’s in a trance. Like, for one brief moment, we all joined her on that higher plane and now that the song has ended, we’re forced back into reality, our bodies thick and drowsy.

Shauna’s eyes are closed, as they’ve been throughout the entire song, and when she opens them and squeaks a quick, “Thank you!” into to the microphone, the audience suddenly shakes from their stupor and roars. There’s whistling and hooting, and Shauna beams red through it all. Hopping up, she gives a little curtsey and scurries off the stage.

I’m clapping so hard my hands hurt.

I look at Miles, and I’m sure my eyes are red from all the emotions swirling around inside me. But for once I don’t care. “Holy butterflies,” I say. “Holy mutha fucking butterflies.”

He just laughs and nods toward the stage. “If you think that was amazing, just wait.” He grabs my hand again, squeezes. “You’re about to be blown away.”

And just when I think nothing else could possibly overtake my feeling of shock and astonishment, Merv steps out onto the stage.

Merv the bum.

Merv with the overgrown beard and snot stains on his mustache.

Merv who, the last time I saw him, smelled like a big fleshy armpit.

My jaw drops.

Miles just smiles and leans back in his seat.

The audience suddenly seems at attention. You could hear a pin drop. And suddenly it’s clear. This – this – is what they came to see.

Just when I’m starting to wonder if Merv is about to put on a comedy act or, worse, all these people are here to make fun of a simple-minded bum, he brings a violin up and tucks it under his chin. And then he closes his eyes and begins.

And I’m blown away.

I don’t know much about classical music – or, rather, I don’t know anything about classical music – but the sounds Merv is making by simply drawing a bow across the taut strings of his violin are enough to make me want to weep. The swelling sensation in my chest that threatened to overcome me during Shauna’s performance overtakes me completely now. I have no idea what it’s called, but the piece makes my heart twist with despair, then want, then longing, then hope, before flinging me right back into the arm of despair again. The notes invade my mind, a roller coaster of emotion and color. Color? Because, yes, when Merv plays I see color. It’s like an aura borealis is going bonkers inside my head. The tone is velvety and dark, deep, like there’s texture to the music, and how can there be texture to sound? But there is, layer upon layer upon layer, and yet there’s only one instrument on stage.

When the song ends, I realize my cheeks are wet, although I don’t remember crying. I swipe the wetness away with my hand before applauding along with the rest of the crowd.

Merv doesn’t look any different from the first time I saw him all those months ago, yet he looks entirely different.

Seems to be the theme of my life lately.

The show continues, and Merv plays five more pieces that move me just as much as the first. Although thankfully – for my mascara’s sake – the rest increase in buoyancy until the last piece has me wanting to laugh a big fat belly laugh that I have to hold in by pressing my lips together.

The audience goes wild when he finishes; their rowdiness reminds me more of groupies cheering at a rock and roll concert than the more subdued crowd who came to watch a classical music show. Whistles, feet stomping, and calls of “Encore, encore!” fill the small space. People are rising to their feet, and Miles pulls me up with him. Soon we’re clapping and shouting along with everyone else.

It seems to be expected, however, because Merv comes back on stage – this time followed by Marilyn. He bows, and Marilyn waves both hands at the crowd. She’s wearing a long flowy skirt embroidered with flowers and a long black tunic. Her white hair has been clipped back in a bun, and she’s all smiles as she sits down at a piano and flexes her fingers. Then she cranes her neck and motions to someone backstage.

Shauna – back to looking like a frightened little mouse – steps out from behind the curtains, carrying an extra microphone and stand which she sets up a few feet away from Merv.

Merv, who hasn’t spoken one word all night, bows before tucking his instrument back beneath his chin. His foot taps out a beat of three and then the trio launch into a completely badass rendition of, believe it or not, Lady Gaga’s Bad Romance.

The crowd is going nuts, Miles’s mom is getting her whole body into the gig, Shauna is wailing away, and Merv is grinning a smile that completely transforms his face.

My hand is over my mouth and I’m on the edge of my seat, nodding my head and beaming along with the rest of the crowd. When I glance over at Miles, he’s watching me, a proud smiled splitting his face. He shakes his head and then leans in close. “Holy butterflies, am I right?

All I can do is nod.

Holy fucking butterflies.
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“Not even close, huh?”

I spear a piece of chicken and lettuce with my fork and trail it through the last of the ranch dressing in my Applebee’s plastic takeout container.

Miles laughs. “Well, I had to keep the mystery going. And we’re not actually eating in the restaurant, so that has to count for something.”

I pop the bite in my mouth and chew, looking around. He does have a point. I swallow, drop the plastic fork in to the container, and shove it back in the paper take out bag it came in. “I’ll give you that. The ambience out here really can’t be beat. It gives dinner-by-candlelight a whole new meaning.”

We’re sitting on the black and red checkered blanket that Miles keeps in the trunk of his Charger, sprawled out in front of a roaring campfire with our bellies full from dinner. The old ghetto blaster from the shop made the trip with us, and it’s turned to an alt rock station. The volume is on low, the music accompanied by the soothing snap-crackle from the fire. I clink my beer can to his and take a sip. “I still can’t believe you own all this.”

Miles looks around, taking in the lake to the left and the run-down farm house a few yards behind us. “Yeah,” he says, taking a swig from his own can. “For now, at least. I’m not really sure what I’m going to do with it. Figured I might as well enjoy it while I can.”

I twist around and study the house. I can’t see much of it in the dark, but from what I can tell it’s a large two story with a wrap-around porch and a pitched gable roof. The paint is chipping away but the bones look good, and when I close my eyes I picture it completely renovated, painted a light yellow with a white porch swing swaying back and forth in a lazy summer breeze.

I turn back to the fire, flex my fingers out toward the flames. With the unseasonably warm weather and the heat in front of me, I’m almost too hot, so I shrug out of from under the blanket Miles wrapped around me and stretch. “It’s so beautiful out here, though,” I say, my voice wistful. Then, without thinking, “I used to have land like this. Not lakeside, but still.”

Miles tosses his empty in the takeout bag and leans back on his hands. “Used to?”

I groan, falling back on my own hands and tipping my head back to look at the sky. “I inherited it from my grandfather. Well, my brother and I, that is. He had the land split between us when he died. But,” I say, drawing the word out, “I was at college in Chicago when he passed, and twenty-seven acres of Iowa farmland wasn’t exactly on my wish list. And never, in a million years, did I think I’d end up back here. So, knowing all that, I made an offer to my brother and he eventually bought me out.” I fold the blanket and flop down on my back, bunching it behind my head.

Miles follows suit, rolling onto his side and propping his head up on his elbow. “And now,” he says, looking down at me, “here you are.”

I chuckle, my voice dry. “Yep. Here I am.”

We’re quite for a moment, though it’s not uncomfortable. The summer night song is gone for the season, and aside from the manmade sounds of the radio and the fire, the night is silent. In fact, I have a feeling if I walked away from this very spot, out into the woods behind the house and closed my eyes, the silence would swallow me whole.

“You were right about silence,” I blurt.

Miles, who has since shifted over onto his back, hands behind his head, looks over at me. “Huh?”

I study the stars. “That day in your kitchen. You know, back when I first started working for you and…” I pause, take a breath and release it. “We didn’t like each other very much. You said silence was underrated. Remember?”

His laugh is deep, throaty. “Yeah, I do.”

He reaches down and grabs my hand, pulls me closer. And when I roll to my side and lean my head against his chest, it feels like the most natural thing in the world.

“Silence makes sense of the chaos, doesn’t it? All the shit that’s happening around us that we can’t make sense of unless we step away from it for a bit. If we can just manage to let the quiet in, it’s like we’re able to see the bigger picture. Or,” I say, “At least a bigger portion of the picture than we could before. It’s like life is constantly screaming at you to listen – disaster, disease, rude people, financial crap, divorce. But all it’s really trying to do is get your attention, and when you get still and shut up for a few seconds, you can finally understand what it’s been trying to say all along. And it reveals itself. You know, the actual meaning of life. Or, at least, something close to it.” I run my hand across his chest, over his shoulder, and then to his neck before reaching up and sliding my fingers through his hair, rubbing light circles over his temple with my thumb. “Am I making any sense?”

A sigh whispers through him, so soft and full of – not longing, exactly – but relief. Like he’s been waiting for this moment for so long and now that it’s finally here, a huge weight has been lifted from his shoulders.

I know this, because that’s how I feel. That’s what pressing myself up against Miles feels like.

Sweet relief.

Relief from a weight I didn’t even know I was carrying.

Miles wraps his arms around me, one hand resting around my waist and the other cupping my head. His fingers trail through my hair, tickling my scalp and making me melt into him even more.

“You make total sense. And I’m not just saying that because the thing you’re doing with your thumb is totally turning me on right now.”

I smile into his chest. “You’re a dork.”

“What?” He asks, feigning shock. “I’m being totally serious. Look. I have goosebumps. You, Jenny Malone, are giving me actual fucking goosebumps.”

He moves his hand from my waist and, as he holds it up, the sleeve of his flannel slides down. “Wow,” I say, noting said goosebumps and laughing. I scoot up so we’re eye to eye, nose to nose.

Mouth to mouth.

He meets me halfway, turning onto his side and pulling me tighter.

“Looks like it doesn’t take much to trip your trigger,” I joke.

“Apparently not.” His words tickle my cheek.

“Well,” I say back, the simple word causing my lips to brush against his. “That’s certainly not a bad thing.”

“Nope.” His lower lip flutters over mine. “Pretty convenient, actually. I’m always ready to go.”

“Classy,” I say, my breath mingling with his. “But also a very good thing.”

All this talking, this kissing but not kissing, is driving me crazy.

So fucking crazy that I throw all caution to the wind. Every single goddamn thing I know and thought I knew and all that I’ve ever believed – I chuck it all.

Because at this moment – this very moment – life is screaming at me. Screaming at me to stop and pay attention.

So I’m going to shut up and listen.

And when I press my mouth to his, lick past his lips, the universe explodes.

We start out slow, sweet, our hands and fingers exploring the other’s curves and planes. We’re still cautious, still attached to the strings that have defined our relationship up until now. I slip my palm under his shirt, tracing the lines of his six pack and grinning when I hear his breath hitch. His lips trail a line of fire down my neck, one as hot as the flames at our feet, and I gasp when his teeth graze my collar bone.

It’s too much and yet not enough, all these sensations whirling through me right now, begging to be set loose. To run free. I want more, more, the desperation building to a point where all logic and reason, all etiquette and first-time jitters give way to a wild, animalistic need where my mind shuts down entirely and my body takes over.

It seems we’re on the same frequency, because Miles suddenly growls and pushes me over onto my back. A sharp intake of breath travels all the way down past my chest and coils just below my abdomen as he grabs my hands and pins them over my head. His lips meet mine in a feverish tangle of tongue and breath, and as my hips thrust up to meet his, he moans into my mouth.

I eat it up. I eat every bit of it up, because I want to eat him up.

And I want him to devour me.

So, I tell him. I use my words, my mouth, my hands, my body; I beg and plead, opening myself wide to show him that I’m ready. That I give myself over to him completely, right here and now. Outside and under this magnificent canopy of stars.

He owns me. He owns me, and I’m not even going to pretend that he doesn’t.

I don’t care that he’s my boss. That he’s a dirty mechanic with a heart of gold and I’m just a pretty face with an inside full of rot.

Because when I’m with him, I want to be more. I am more.

We shed our clothes as if we’re in a race and the prize is life over death, as if the sparks from the fire have kindled in the cloth itself and is burning every inch of our skin. And when Miles slides into me, pushing against me for the first time, I truly understand what it means to be with someone who actually wants me.

Not the idea of me. But me.

Because he’s moaning my name into my neck and digging his fingers into the soft curve of my hip, claiming me, like he’s never going to let me go.

And I don’t want him to. I catch every breath, every whisper, every touch and sensation and fluttering heartbeat before it can escape, drift away forever in the cool autumn air. I catch it all, everything, and hold it close.

We’re equal, him and I, in this dance. I give and take, and he gives and takes. And I’ve never, ever had that before. Our movements are sweet and rough, desperate and mindless – hot bodies beading sweat and pressing into each other over and over and over.

Miles is doing more than turning me inside out. He’s bringing me back to whole.

And when I roll on top of him, place my palms on his chest and tilt my head back toward the night sky, the crisp air kissing my front and the burn from the flames licking my back pushes me over the edge.

My cries slice though the silence.
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We’re under a blanket under the stars, and the night chill is starting to cool the sweat on my brow. The fire’s dwindling and the cold is starting to creep in, and I have a feeling we’re just moments way from being too cold to stay out here.

But I don’t want this night to end, so I snuggle closer to Miles and twist my legs up with his. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

He brushes a kiss over the top of my head, the simple gesture pinging my nerves all the way down to my toes. Chills tickle their way down my back like a light caress, whispering fingers against my skin.

“And I suppose you want it to be something about me, not just some random fact. Am I right?”

I nod, my cheek smooth against his hard chest. “Yep.”

He groans, but hugs me closer so I know he’s not annoyed. Too much, anyway.

“I can’t wait to move out of that loft.”

“Why?”

“Well, other than the obvious reasons, I want my dog back.”

I rise up a bit and look at him. “You have a dog? I thought it was just you and Lucy?” That damn cat who still, after all these months, hates my guts.

He chuckles. “Well, if Lucy had it her way, it would be. But I’ve had Lady since she was four months old. Which would make her, shit, five already? Wow.” His voice softens, and I know he’s not talking to me when he says, “Hard to believe that much time has gone by.”

“Lady?” That name sounds familiar, and then I remember the blue pit bull that Miles’s mom brought to his game back in July. “Is she the same Lady your mom had with her that night at the game?”

“It is. I brought her to my mom’s when I moved into the loft. Lady loves her, and my mom has a huge yard for her to run around in. I hated leaving her, but at the same time I knew it was the right thing to do, you know? Lady wouldn’t be happy living above a garage in the middle of downtown with no greenspace and me working almost seven days a week. I get over to see her as much as I can, of course. And she’s happy, so that makes me feel better.”

“Does she get along with Lucy?”

“They’ve never met. I got Lucy a few months after I moved. I grew up with animals – dogs, cats, even a ferret – and being in that big space all by myself was starting to drive me crazy, to be honest. Then one day about nine months ago, Lucy showed up at my door. Skin and bones, no microchip, no collar. I gave her a can of tuna I had in the cupboard and the rest is history.”

“Why did you move into the loft in the first place?” I know I’m on shaky ground, because I’m pretty sure I know the reason. But I ask anyway.

Because I want to know him. Everything about him.

So I can take care of him.

“Nice try, Princess. But I think it’s your turn.

“Fine, fine. My brother and I are twins. There, okay. Your turn.”

Miles tweaks my side, making me laugh. “No way. I already knew that. Something else. You have to give a little if you want to get something back.”

I groan. “Okay, okay. Let me see… My brother recently got engaged and is totally wishy-washy happy about it – everyone is, actually – except me. I’m a horrible person because I’m jealous.”

There. I said it.

A cool breeze feathers my hair, whipping it over my face. Before I can reach up and swipe it away, Miles does it for me. “Being jealous doesn’t make you a horrible person, Jenny. We all get a little envious of other people’s good fortune now and then. We’re not perfect. We’re human.”

I shake my head. “No, not just jealous. For a while there, I hated them. All out hated them. And last May, when I heard they got engaged? I hated them even more. Like, I wanted something bad to happen so they’d break up.” I bite my lip, embarrassed by my confession. But like Miles said, you have to give a little to get something back.

I wait, certain he’s going to go hate me again. That all the personal growth I’m done over the last few months and our budding relationship is going to suddenly backpedal. How can it not when I admit something like this?

When he still doesn’t say anything, I blurt out, “I just want you to know what kind of person you’re getting involved with. I’m…” I sigh. “I’m bad news.”

And then Miles laughs. He laughs so hard my head starts bouncing on his chest and I have to sit up or I’m going to get whiplash.

“I’m glad you find me so amusing.” But my words are acid, because he’s laughing at me – at me and not with me, because I’m certainly not laughing – and it’s ticking me off.

His eyes are glassy from his laughing fit, the corners crinkled in a smile. “You just sounded like some badass rebel from one of those teen flicks from the eighties. Like you’re going to corrupt me or something.”

I flip him off.

“Oh, come on. Come here.” He reaches for me, trying but failing to compose himself.

When I hesitate, he loses it and laughs harder. “Seriously. I need you to warm me up. I’m freezing and you’re holding the blanket.”

I grumble as I resume my position.

“Okay,” he concedes. “That… Well, that kind of makes you a borderline horrible person. But listen, I already knew you were a bitch going into this, so…”

I smack his chest, which makes him laugh again and my own lips to turn up. “I don’t feel that way anymore, if that makes any difference.”

He grows quiet, reaches down, slides his hand under my thigh, and pulls my leg back up and over him. “Much warmer,” he jokes. Then, “It does. Make a difference.”

I sigh. “It’s just that, when I saw them together and how in love they were, it shined a spotlight on my own failed relationship. And I’m kind of bitter, so…”

“Your ex-husband. Right?’

I nod. “Yes and no, actually. Back then, seeing the way they treated each other made me realize they had something that Julian and I never had. They were – or, are – completely smitten with each other. On every level. You can tell. He loves everything about her. Like, she could gain a hundred pounds or lose all of her hair or become a total crazy person who wears pajamas all day and serenades the refrigerator, and Fox would still love her. They have a connection. And when I’d see them together, it wouldn’t remind me of what I’d lost with Julian. Instead, it would remind me of what we never had in the first place.” I snort. “We weren’t in love with each other. We were in love with the idea of each other, sure. That and our own images, to be quite honest. You giving me a job, it…” I pause, bite my lip. “You kinda saved my sanity.”

Miles, sensing I’m done, takes a deep breath. “Jacob – he was my son – died when he was just a little over three months old. Three months, nine days, and fifteen hours, to be exact.”

Something in my chest clenches, right where my heart should be. I suck in a breath, hold it. But I don’t interrupt him. Or tell him I’m sorry. Because I know he’s not done. Like me, he has more to purge.

“Jake was such a good baby. Rarely cried, if you can believe that. Never fussy, ate well, and even let us sleep through the night a few times.” He chuckles. “I swear that kid could look me straight in the eye and read every thought I was having, right at that moment. He was my buddy; our connection was almost telepathic. And I know that sounds corny, but it’s true. It used to piss Sasha off, although she never admitted it. But you know how most kids bond with their mothers more at first? With Jake, it… It wasn’t that way at all. I used to totally rib Sasha about it, too. Which, now that I look back on it, was probably something I shouldn’t have done. But Jake wanted me around, all the time. And I loved it. Every minute of it.”

I can hear the emotion in his voice, but it’s not grief. It’s wonder, awe. It’s almost as if he’s enjoying telling me this story. Like Jacob is still alive and well somewhere, and he’ll get to see him soon.

Instead of never again.

“Sasha was the one to find him. That morning he died. Just passed away, right there in his crib. They said it was SIDS – you know, sudden infant death syndrome? There was nothing wrong with him physically. He was, and had been since the day he was born, a healthy baby. It didn’t make any sense. One day he was there, happy and drooling and kicking his little legs and rockin’ his AC/DC pajamas… And the next day, he was just gone. I’ve,” his voice finally cracks. But he clears his throat and continues, his words clear. “I’ve never felt so cold in all my life. Not even when my dad died. I was so fucking cold, and no matter what I did I couldn’t warm up.”

“Miles…” I scoot up and press my lips to his cheek, nuzzle my nose into his neck. And now I’m the one pulling him closer. “I’m so sorry.”

He rubs my arm, hugs me to him. “Thank you,” he whispers.

“You mentioned before that you were engaged. Was she – Sasha – the one?”

He nods, his chin rubbing against my forehead. “We lasted a couple months after Jake died, but nothing was the same. She told me that she couldn’t get over losing him as long as I was still around. I guess I was too much of a reminder or something?” His laugh is bitter. “I didn’t get it then, and I still don’t get it now. I wanted to grieve together, learn how to go on together. But she had no desire to move on. With me, anyway. I lost my child and my fiancé – all in under a year. Now all I have is my shop and this rundown place that we were supposed to turn into a home but she chose to walk away from. And I can’t afford to live anywhere else, because all my money is tied up here and at work.”

Fuck. And I thought I was a bitch.

Miles reads my mind. “And you’re probably calling her a bitch in your head right now, am I right?”

“Um, yeah. Because she obviously is.”

But he just kisses my forehead. “Well, she has her own issues to deal with. There’s always another layer to the story. Everyone has their demons. Their reasons.”

“You’re more forgiving that I would be.” Julian’s face flashes in my mind as I say this, and I curse his dark features. His dark hair, his dark eyes. All dark. Like his soul.

“Yeah, well. I’ve lived with anger. Spent the majority of my youth in bitterness and rage. Wasn’t until Bob Eckert took me aside during one of his workshops at The Rothchester House and offered me a job cleaning his shop that I started to cool down. Even then, though…” His voice trails off, like there’s more to this story than he’s letting on. Than he’s willing to tell.

“You took classes there?” I ask.

“Yeah. Not by choice,” Miles clarifies. “Court ordered. I was sort of a delinquent when I was in high school. Nothing serious, but after getting busted for underage drinking a couple times and,” he sighs heavily, “petty theft when I was sixteen, the judge gave me an option – juvenile detention or furthering my education. And obviously working on cars was better than the alternative. Changed my life, though. Now I try to support the place any way I can.”

“Which is why you helped me that first day we met. You weren’t going to budge until I mentioned the pies for their soup kitchen.”

He laughs. “Ah, yes. That day. The pies that you took credit for, if I’m not mistaken.”

I kick him under the blanket. “And that you forced me to serve.”

“Yeah, sweetheart. But you so deserved it.”

“Whatever,” I mutter, but smile. And then I shiver.

“Cold?” Miles asks.

“No,” I lie. “Okay, yes. But I don’t want to go yet.” I sound like Emilia asking for five more minutes before bedtime. But being out here, in the silence of the night and with Miles by my side, has a surreal sort of quality that I’m scared I’ll never be able to get back if we leave.

Because tonight is… magic. And magic, in my experience, doesn’t last. Instead, it fades. Faster than the puff of nothingness it came from.

When it comes down to it, all magic is an illusion. And I want to revel in this illusion for as long as I can.

“Well,” he says, and sighs like the weight of the world has just been placed on his shoulders. “I guess I’d better find a way to warm you up.” He rolls on top of me, presses his lips against the hollow of my neck. “How does this do?”

I moan and wrap my legs around his waist. My breath quickens.

“It’ll do.”
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While September ended on a warm note (or hot, if you count the heat between me and Miles), October blew in blustery. Two days into the month, a wind storm knocked the power out for all business within three blocks of the shop, frying Bane and making the ancient computer more useless than it already was. Chaos inevitably ensued, but the fall of Bane gave me the ammunition I needed to confront Miles and demand a new computer. Fortunately, he had no choice but to agree, and now the front room officially runs as smooth as butter.

The second week, Emilia fell off the jungle gym at school and broke her arm. Since it happened while I was at work, Miles closed the shop, drove me to the emergency room, and didn’t even bother correcting the physician when he addressed the both us as her parents. He told us it was a stable fracture, or buckle fracture, and fortunately didn’t require surgery to correct. We were told six weeks in a cast would heal everything up just fine, and the news immediately had her reconsidering her Halloween costume for the umpteenth time.

The third week, my mom finally broke down and told me she had a brain tumor. After I ran through the expected emotions of shock, denial, and rage – all within a matter of minutes – she told me that with everything finally going right in my life, she didn’t want to worry me until she knew exactly what she was dealing with.

“The last thing a mother wants to do is worry her children. And I had your father,” she told me, holding my limp hand and handing me a tissue, “and, like he always does, he held me up. That man,” she laughed, “is the strongest man with the softest heart I know.”

“Like Fox,” I said, wiping my eyes and already chastising myself about all the years I’ve wasted flinging Emilia at her and never once spending time with her myself.

“Yes,” she said, taking my dirty Kleenex and not even blinking at the grossness of it. (A total “mom” move.) She dipped her head, cupped my cheek in her hand, and looked me in the eye. “And you.”

And that’s when I cried even harder, finally spilling everything about Julian, our toxic marriage, my hesitant feelings regarding Emilia up until this point, and the guilt that my behavior during the first five years of her life will – despite what anyone says – forever plague me. She held me, and I allowed myself to be held, all the while expelling the rot that had been building up in me, corroding my insides these past six years. Maybe even longer.

And my mom – being the way she is – already had a plan in place. Turned out the tumor was benign (thank heavens), a slow growing meningioma that could be treated with surgery and, if necessary, radiation. She’s also putting all resources to use, and both of my parents plan to attend a workshop taught by a chiropractor from the Pacific Northwest who specializes in combining neuroscience, epigenetics, and quantum physics with meditation and consciousness to bring the body back into alignment. I’d never heard of such a thing, much less considered it, but she sent me to bed that night with one of his books, which I devoured in just under a week. The sense of hope it instilled was priceless.

Since her surgery was scheduled for the first week of November, my parents opted to forgo the traditional masquerade party they throw every year on Halloween and we all just hung at their place. Fox and Elise returned from Scotland the night before, so after Miles and I took Emilia trick-or-treating (my first time taking her, ever) we all sat around drinking wine and discussing wedding plans and listening to Elise swear they saw the Loch Ness Monster while Fox interjected repeatedly that it was just a branch floating in the water. It was a quiet evening, but nice, and I think I had more fun with my family and Miles than I would have had at the usual party where snobby people dress up in expensive costumes, drink too much, and gossip about who’s ass looks the biggest in her dress. In fact, the only drama of the night was when Fox’s German Shephard, Kevin, snuck a chocolate bar out of Emilia’s plastic pumpkin and Elise made him throw it up by pouring a spoonful of peroxide down his throat.

Yeah… That absolutely made me gag.

And during the entire month, I painted. I painted like a madwoman, like my very life depended on it. It was my therapy, and I splashed every feeling, every emotion out onto the canvas with bitter strokes and jagged slashes. My corner of the shop became so quickly overrun with canvases in various stages of completion that we started hauling the ones ready to dry up to Miles’s loft and setting them against the wall in front of a pair of industrial-sized fans.

Now we’re two weeks into November and most of Miles’s loft is covered in my art. And the mechanical hum of the fans is almost constant.

“It actually helps me sleep at night,” Miles confesses over coffee this morning.

It’s a half hour before we open, and I’m in my studio putting the finishing touches on a piece while drinking coffee and trying not to get paint on my work clothes. With visiting my mom at the hospital every night this past week, I haven’t gotten as much work done around the studio, so I’ve been taking advantage of the few free minutes I have in the mornings before we open. Thankfully she’s doing great, at least as great as she can be given the circumstances, and should be discharged sometime tomorrow. Her prognosis is good, and with my dad having worked at the hospital for years, she’s been getting special treatment, the nurses fussing over her like she’s the Queen of England. Which puts my mind at ease since tonight is the first night I won’t be visiting her.

I have something else planned.

Miles is sitting on the stool at my side and watching me (he says seeing me paint turns him on) and reaches over to rub at a spot of cobalt blue that’s stuck to my forearm. I roll my eyes and pull the sleeve of my sweater down. That’s another thing – I’m constantly covered in paint.

“Speaking of sleep,” I say, setting my brush down and straddling his lap. “Emilia has a slumber party tonight and, provided she doesn’t call at midnight to make me pick her up like last time, I’m going to be free all,” – I kiss his neck – “night” – then his cheek – “long.” My lips find his ear, and I give him a condensed version of what I want to do to him tonight.

Which leads to him showing me, in no uncertain terms, what he wants to do to me right now.

“This,” I gasp as he pushes me over the hood of an old Chevy Blazer “is hardly professional, Mr. Wright. We” – I moan as he pops the button on my jeans and slips is hand inside – “open in less than a half an hour.”

“Sweetheart,” he growls in my ear, and I hear the rush of the zipper on his own pants, “we crossed that line months ago.”

And then he’s inside me, holding my arm behind my back with one hand and clutching my hair with the other. My palm is hot against the cold aluminum of the hood, and my breath comes in ragged, short bursts.

We don’t open on time.

 

[image: ]

 

My hair is a mess from morning sex and I’m studying my chipped manicure when a couple breeze into the shop, the little bell over the door tinkling their arrival. They don’t even glance at me as they fly by, their focus instead on the three paintings hanging on the wall behind the bench seats.

“This one,” the woman is saying to her husband. She looks to be in her fifties, black hair streaked with gray and pulled up in a severe bun. Her skinny frame is bundled in an expensive, fur-collared poncho, and her blocky black frame glasses sit low on her nose. She waves a leather-gloved hand at one of my paintings. “This is the one Elaine was telling me about.”

Her husband, who’s a good foot taller than her and has thick hair the color of titanium white, cocks his head. He rubs his chin, the wool of his overcoat pulling at his elbows. “Stunning,” he agrees.

They’re studying an oil painting I did of Emilia, one I started the day after Miles came over swimming. It’s a snapshot of the exact moment she got out of the pool and had that raven piece of hair curling over her cheek. The night was deep purple behind her, and it was the first time I’d look at my daughter – really looked at her – in years. I transferred the memory onto the canvas, using the soft moonlight from that night to my advantage, the way it cradled the left side of her face and threw the rest of her features into shadow. My brush swirled colors together to liven her big blue eyes and red, heart-shaped lips. I mixed burnt umber and ultramarine blue for her hair, using the dark colors to emphasize her pale skin, her flushed cheeks. I didn’t hold anything back and painted it true to form, including all of Julian’s features that can still be so hard for me to see. But Emilia has her own little quirks – ones that are neither mine nor Julian’s – and I made sure those shone through, too.

The layers are simple but deep. And out of everything I’ve ever painted, it’s my absolute favorite.

The woman finally turns her attention to me. She points at the painting. “I don’t see a price for this one.”

I stand up straight and tuck my paint-stained hands in the back pockets of my jeans. “You want to buy it?”

The woman nods, and her husband follows suit. “In a way,” she says. She considers the other pieces I’ve hung, both prairie landscapes of my grandfather’s land. “I’m interested these, too. The colors, the mood. There’s emotion in these, and it’s a style I’ve never quite seen before…” Her voice trails off as she pulls a card from her wallet and hands it to me. “We’re up from Omaha. I run a gallery there.”

I study the card, swipe my thumb over the sleek lettering. The wording is simple, but the name rings a bell.

 

Armani Gallery of Fine Arts

Old Market Omaha, NE

Mina Armani, Owner and Curator

 

It takes me a minute to place it, but then I remember.

Julian used to show here. Years and years ago. Back then it was a small gallery, but exquisite. Well cared for. I don’t remember much about the show I attended with him since it took place so early on in our relationship and my subconscious has done its best to block out most of those memories. But the thought of Julian’s sculptures being in this place – even if it was a decade ago – makes my stomach twist. Although I doubt he has pieces here anymore. Omaha isn’t exactly the mecca of the art world and, knowing Julian, I’m sure he’s sticking to places like New York and Chicago, London and Paris.

And considering I went back to my maiden name after the divorce (something Julian forced me to agree to when signing the paperwork), Mina would have no way of tying the two of us together.

So there’s no connection whatsoever.

“A friend swung through here a week ago and contacted me right away. She was impressed, and I can’t say I blame her.” She shakes her head, her expression incredulous. “In an automotive repair shop, of all places!”

I’m pretty sure I remember the friend she’s referring to. Mrs. Elaine Cormier, a sweet older woman who praised not only my paintings but the cookies Emilia and I baked the night before. She spoke with a flowing French accent and smelled like lavender – a scent which stayed behind and made me sneeze for a full hour after she left.

“Do you know how I can get in contact with the artist? I’d love to talk to him or her about showing these. And other pieces, if they have them.”

My eyes follow her husband as he drifts over to the refreshment station and pours himself a cup of coffee. I have to count to ten to calm down or I’m going to end up screaming and hugging the woman so tight she’ll probably die of suffocation, therefore putting the kibosh on this whole amazing opportunity. “That,” I say, snapping my eyes back to her and pulling a megawatt smile out of my ass, “would be me.”

She runs her gaze over my face, down over my red sweater, and notes the paint splatters on my sleeve. Her smile is warm when she looks back up. “Well, of course it is.”

Mina Armani is one hell of a woman. After walking her through my studio and showing her the pieces there and as well as the ones in Miles’s loft, she insists on taking me out to lunch so we can talk specifics. “I want to know all my artists. Character is so important. Almost as much as the work itself.”

I must look nervous (I am nervous) because she chuckles when she sees my expression. “Don’t worry, darling,” – she says darling like dahling – “I know artists can be eccentric. I won’t hold that against you.” She tucks a gloved hand in the crook of my arm as we leave the shop and asks me if I can take her to try a Charlie Boy. Apparently, Elaine had one of the loose meat sandwiches during her drive through Cedar Hills last week and told her they are “to die for, darling.” Her husband, Nicolai, stays behind to talk shop with Miles. During our tour of the studio, he mentioned that he collects muscle cars and once he saw Mile’s Charger out back, gravitated to it like a moth to a flame. In fact, the last I see of the two men as I pull out of the parking lot are their backs bent under the hood.

I steer us toward Miles Inn (no relations to my Miles) so Mina can try one of the best loose meat sandwiches in the area, and we make small talk about the art world along the way. I never used to eat stuff like this until I started dating Miles. But Elaine is right, Charlie Boys are the shit. Even if I have to run a few extra miles a week in order to keep said sandwiches off my hips.

Granted, I’ve gained a few pounds in the last few months, what with choosing painting, sex with my mechanic boyfriend, and spending time with my daughter over what I previously chose to do – watching what I ate to the point of constantly feeling an aching hollow in my stomach, a void that I filled with cocktails and attention, men and manicures and pedicures and expensive hair treatments and designer clothes.

I was always trying to be more. More than what I already was.

I was in a race with something I couldn’t see, couldn’t ever seem to catch. And since it never stopped running, pursuing… Neither could I.

But now, I’m starting to like me just the way I am. Extra five pounds and all.

Over icy schooners of beer and three Charlie Boys each, Mina tells me about her gallery. About her years in the business and what she loves about art, about her specific tastes, and the fact that she’s open-minded enough to know that not everyone will see things her way so she tries to incorporate all types of pieces into her collection. “Observing art forms from different ends of the spectrum gets the mind working. Gets those emotions flowing. I like to see beaming smiles and tear-stained cheeks when people leave my gallery. I especially like to see old codgers who haven’t cracked a smile or shed a tear in thirty years break down in front of a painting. Shake the crust off their cold dead hearts and get them pumping again.” She finishes off her second schooner and smiles. “And you, darling? Your art has the ability to get hearts pumping again.”

My eyes burn as the words hit me – really hit me. Because they’re so true.

I was dead. I was dead, but now I’m not.

Now my heart is pumping. And it’s real, not just a phantom figment of my imagination.

All this time I thought it was Miles. Miles that got my heart thumping in my chest again. And maybe it was, to the extent that he got me back into painting. A gift I’ll never ever be able to adequately repay.

And I like Miles. A lot. Hell, I… I think I might even love him.

But if I had to choose painting over him, I know without a doubt I’d choose my art. Hands down and no questions asked. Because without it, I’m not me.

I spent so many years denying my truth. Flattening my three-dimensional self in order to maintain a phony two-dimensional image of the person I thought I wanted to be.

But it was bullshit. It was all bullshit.

Mina’s studying me, her dark eyes sharp over her glasses. “You’re having an aha moment, aren’t you darling?”

I nod. Press the pad of my finger into the corner of my eye to wipe away a tear. “Yeah, Mina. I guess I am. It’s just that…” I sigh, my smile shaky. “What you said about getting people’s hearts pumping?”

She nods.

“I know this is all metaphorical, but mine… Mine,” I say, “hasn’t pumped in years. So much wasted time…”

She reaches out and places her hand over mine, her touch gentle but firm. I welcome the warmth.

“But it’s pumping now, darling.” Her eyes flare, and she beams at me. “It’s pumping now.”
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Time flies.

It’s been three months since Mina offered me a spot in her gallery, and I’ve been painting every single day. It’s her wish to hold a solo exhibit of my work in June, so I’m racing a deadline I have no idea if I’ll beat or not.

But I’m trying. I’m trying, and I’m having the time of my life.

So far, the three pieces I delivered to her last month (including the one of Emilia), have generated a positive response. In fact, the one of Emilia sold after only two days. Mina said the buyer was a fellow artist and was so taken with her portrait that he bought it immediately.

“Chiseled the stone right off his cold dead heart,” she said over the phone, her voice giddy with the memory.

I was giddy as well and immediately deposited the nine hundred dollars I made from it into a new savings account for Emilia.

But today is Valentine’s Day. And, as a result, I’m taking a break from my studio. Emilia is spending the night with Mary Jo, giving me and Miles our first free night alone since New Year’s Eve.

And I plan on taking advantage of it.

The second glass of wine I just poured along with the candlelight dinner Miles cooked for us has me feeling mushy and content. Right now, we’re sprawled on the couch, my hair in a bun and feet plopped in Miles’s lap. Despite the fact that it’s only eight o’clock, we’re already in our pajamas, and I can’t help but smile at how different this Valentine’s Day is compared to last year’s with Clark.

“I had no idea you could cook like that,” I say, taking a sip and leaning back even further into the cushions. I moan when he presses his thumb into my heel with one hand and squeezes my toes with the other. “Seriously. That roasted rosemary chicken in red muscato grape sauce looked just as good as it tasted.”

He chuckles. “I’m glad you liked it. I had my doubts. But Pinterest, man. It’ll make you believe you can do anything. I mean, who knew following a recipe was so easy?”

“Your presentation was certainly on point. Although following a recipe isn’t exactly easy for everyone,” I point out. “Many of my culinary disasters have started by merely” – I curl my fingers in the air – “’following a recipe’. Still turned out like shit.”

“Yeah, well. You’re not at exactly domestic dahling.” He mimics Mina, and we both laugh. But he adores the Armanis just as much as I do. During our last trip to Omaha, we had dinner at their house and Nicolai delighted in showing Miles his car collection. It took everything I had to get him out of that garage and back to the hotel that night.

I stick my tongue out at him, to which he responds with, “Sweetheart, don’t even tempt me.”

“Speaking of tempting,” I say, setting down my wine glass on the coffee table and hopping up. “It’s time for presents.”

Miles looks up at me from the couch, frowns. “What? I was supposed to buy you something, too? Hell, I thought all the hours I spent slaving over a hot stove was enough.” But he grins and rises with me to grab a small box wrapped in red tissue paper from a drawer in his nightstand. I retrieve my own gift from where I hid it behind a drying painting and meet him back at the couch.

“Mine first,” I demand, sidling up next to him and holding out the small box I wrapped in Disney’s Cars wrapping paper. He studies the gift and laughs. “Classy, Princess,” he says as he tears into the paper. When he lifts the lid, he looks up, confused.

“What’s this?” He pulls the key from the box, a tiny bottle opener in the shape of a miniature wrench dangling from the chain.

The smile on my face is so wide it makes my cheeks sting. But I can’t stop, because I’m so excited about what I’m about to propose. “It’s a key to your new house. A house for you and Lady.”

He frowns. “You got me a house?”

“Yes. Well, yes and no. Remember how I told you my brother owns all that land?”

Miles nods, still not sure where I’m going with this.

“He has a house that he rents out. In fact, that’s how he met Elise. Well, kind of. That’s another story. But, anyway… It’s empty now, and he wasn’t going to rent it back out again so I asked if I could use it and he said yes. So, Voilà!” I make a sweeping motion with my hands. “It’s yours!”

He doesn’t say anything, so I continue. “It’s in the country, so you can have Lady back with you. There’s a ton of room for her to run around, a garage for you to park your Charger in, and Fox totally remodeled it awhile back so it’s absolutely gorgeous. Tiny, but adorable. You’ll love it. I promise.”

“I…” He pauses, slides away from me and stands up. “This is for me and Lady?”

For the first time since giving him the gift, my smile falters. “Yes, of course.”

“I already told you. I can’t afford to pay rent on another place until I sell the dilapidated one I’m already stuck with.”

“But that’s the gift part,” I say, watching him carefully. He’s not reacting the way I thought he would. “You don’t have to pay rent. It’s free.”

“I’m not taking someone’s charity, Jenny.” His face is a mask of ice.

“Really?” I bite back. “Because you’re all about giving it out. But when someone tries to do something nice for you… Well, you’re too much of a martyr to accept it?” I stand up and cross my arms.

He closes his eyes and sighs. “That’s not how I meant it.”

“Well, how did you mean it, then?”

“Just to clarify, you want me and Lady – just the two of us – to live there. At your brother’s place.” He opens his eyes and pins me with his stare.

I nod. “Yeah. I mean, duh. That’s what I said. And I thought that’s what you wanted. To have her back with you, a yard for her to play in. Shit, bring Lucy for all I care. Or she can stay here. Although if she can’t sleep next to your head every night, she might have a meltdown.”

He chuckles. “Jenny…”

I arch a brow and purse my lips. “Don’t even tell me you’re not going to accept this.”

Miles holds a hand up. “Wait. Just… Just wait.” He snags his gift for me and tosses it my way. It’s small, smaller than the box I put his key in, and the size has my heart suddenly racing faster than a gazelle running from a lion. He already gave me a necklace with a tiny diamond pendant dangling from it for Christmas, so unless these are matching earrings, it can only be one thing. He nods toward the box, which I’m balancing in one trembling hand, and bites back a smile. “Open it.”

I don’t want to open it. And I so want to open it.

I pull off the wrapping. I pull off the wrapping and find exactly what I thought I’d find – a little square jewelry box. My breath catches in my throat as I lift the lid and find another little velvet box inside.

Now it’s my turn to be confused. I look at Miles, repeating the words he spoke when he opened my gift. “What’s this?” My voice sounds weird, all high-pitched and squeaky.

He makes his way toward me, his movements slow and gentle, and slides the box from my hands. When he pulls me down onto the couch and kneels in front of me, I feel like I’m in a dream. Like everything is happening in slow motion, and time is moving both backwards and forwards.

Because I’ve been in this position before. I’ve been in it before, and it didn’t turn out well. In fact, it almost ruined me.

And then I remember that, like me, Miles has been here before. He’s been here before, too. And, also liked me, it almost ruined him.

He clears his throat, but his voice is still deep, husky. “I never thought I’d do this again. I never wanted to do this again.” His eyes bore into mine, pinning me with his stare. I’ve never seen him look so serious. So vulnerable and strong, so determined and nervous – all at the same time. “But when I met you, I just...” He shakes his head, clucks his tongue and gives me a smartass smirk. “Still had no desire to do this ever again.”

He grins, and I smack his shoulder. My eyes are full of tears, and swoony doesn’t even begin to describe what’s happing to my body right now.

“But you surprised me. You surprised me all those months ago, and you’re still surprising me today. You’re nothing like I thought you were, yet you’re everything I thought you were, if that makes any sense.” He leans in close, cups the back of my neck with one of his strong hands and runs his thumb over my cheek, swiping away a tear. “Jenny. My Jenny. You brought the warmth back into my life. You told me before that I saved you. Remember?”

I nod, my ability to form even the simplest words gone. Just completely gone.

“But, sweetheart. You,” he says, kissing my forehead. “You saved me.”

And when he leans back and opens that velvet box, I lose it. I’m a wet, blubbery mess of runny mascara and red eyes and a snotty nose.

And yet Miles isn’t pulling away.

He’s not pulling away because doesn’t care. He doesn’t care that I look like a giant mess because he loves me. He loves me and he’d love me even if I gained a hundred pounds, lost all my hair, and spent the day in my pajamas serenading the refrigerator.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” he says. “Will you marry me?”

I want to say yes. I need to say yes. But my throat is full of so many damn lumps I can’t choke out a response. So I nod. I nod and throw my arms around him and smear tears all over the shoulder of his flannel shirt. And when he slips the ring on my finger – a modest princess cut diamond in a sparkling halo setting – I love it a hundred times more than those stupid Tiffany bangles I wanted so badly last year at this time.

“So now,” he says, pressing his forehead to mine. “I have to ask. Is it still going to be just Lady and me moving into that house?”

I pull back, sniffle. “I… I have a kid.” I state lamely. And I know I sound stupid. But her own father didn’t want her. What if, somewhere along the line, Miles starts to feel the same way?

For some reason – a reason I don’t think I even realized until this very moment – that rejection would gut me even more than Julian’s.

Miles feigns shock. “Wow. You have a kid? I had no idea.”

I just fidget when he chuckles, rubbing my thumb against my new ring. “What I mean is, what if you get tired of her? Of us? She doesn’t remember Julian. I was the only one who had to bear the brunt of that… abandonment. But now that she’s older, I can’t – I won’t – put her in a situation where that could be even a remote possibility.”

“Jenny.” He slides closer, so that his body is between my legs, his chest flush against mine. He pulls me back to him, cups my face in his hands. “That is never gonna to happen. Okay? You know I want Emilia with us. I know you two are a package deal. And quite honestly, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

My chest feels like there’s a balloon inside of it, blowing up, up, up. Expanding and lifting me to new heights.

And for the first time ever, I tell him I love him. And, for possibly the first time ever, I know exactly what that sentiment truly means.

We spend the rest of the night in bed. Talking, planning our future, making love, and talking some more. The last thought I have as I fall asleep in his arms, drowsy from the most perfect night of my life, is about magic.

Maybe I had it all wrong.

Perhaps not all magic fades. Maybe it just shifts, changing form, all the while evolving into something else.

Something better.

You just have to keep your eyes open so you don’t miss it.
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It feels weird having a ring on my finger again. But a good weird, like the way your stomach drops when you’re riding a roller coaster or that fluttering feeling you get when a raindrop lands on your eyelashes. I keep finding reasons to look at my hand when I’m holding something so I can admire the way the diamond sparkles in the light, the warm contrast between the gold band and my skin.

“And this is my dress.”

I look up from the mail I’m sorting to see Betsy and Emilia huddled together on one of the bench seats at the shop, heads bent over a bridal magazine. Emilia is pointing at a dress (I’m pretty sure I know which one) and telling Betsy how she can’t wait to wear it.

I arch a brow. “Is she showing you the one with all the bows and a gigantic southern belle skirt? The one that comes with a matching parasol?”

Betsy nods. “Yeah.” She deepens her voice to reflect a southern drawl. “Why, my dear. I had no idea your weddin’ was gonna be such an affair! Emilia is gonna look like a mini Scarlett O’Hara.”

I roll my eyes while Emilia asks, “What’s a Scarlett Oh Hair?”

“A character from Gone with the Wind,” I say, dumping the majority of the mail (advertisements and parts magazines) into the recycle bin and rounding the counter. I lean against their seat, peering at the magazine over their shoulders.

“What’s Gone with the Wind?”

“A book that was turned into a movie.” I scrunch my nose. That dress is atrocious. “We’ve only been engaged for two days,” I tell Betsy. “And she’s already got our entire wedding planned.” I ruffle Emilia’s hair as she traces the gaudy dress with her fingertip.

Betsy looks up, rests her elbow on the back of the seat and leans her head against her knuckles. Her pastel pink hair is loose around her shoulders today and she’s wearing contacts instead of glasses. Despite her punk appearance, she’s a softy. A sweet person who, oddly enough, has become a good friend. Words alone can’t even describe how much I love her. In fact, I’d even go so far as saying we’ve become sort of like chick-flick soul sisters. And no, the irony is not lost on me.

“So, have you guys set a date yet?” she asks.

I shake my head, reaching down between them and turning the page. The model in this spread is wearing a black lace dress with long sleeves and a deep V-neck that dips almost to her waist. The skirt is layer upon layer of tulle and silk, and she’s standing in front of a what looks to be an abandoned stone church in the middle of a forest.

It’s dark and gothic and totally not my usual style. And I love it.

Betsy sees the look on my face and smiles. “That’s gorgeous, isn’t it?”

I nod.

“It’d be perfect for a fall ceremony. I’ve always wanted to shoot a non-traditional wedding. Well,” she muses, “not that I’ve ever shot a real wedding before. Aside from that styled shoot for Justine’s Fashion and Bridal last fall, that is. But, when someone does actually hire me…” She laughs, but it rings hollow. There’s pain behind her joke, an ache to her lilt.

“Well,” I say, “you’re shooting ours.” I’ve seen Betsy’s work. And it’s gorgeous. Her lens doesn’t just capture people’s outside. She somehow manages to photograph their insides, too. Her pictures are ripe with emotion.

She looks up at me, her eyes wide. “Are… Are you serious?”

I grin back at her. “Duh. I mean, who else would we get to do it?”

Betsy bites her lip. “You know I’ve never done an actual wedding before, right?”

I smirk. “I heard you the first time. So yes. But I trust you.” I nudge her shoulder. “I’ve seen your work. I stalked your website.”

She blushes. “Well, I’d absolutely love to photograph your wedding. And no charge. My gift to you.”

“No way. We’re paying you.” I give her a stern look, and she dips her head. “You need to start charging people, Bets. You’re good. Phenomenal, actually. There’s no reason for you to still be giving yourself away for free.”

“Yeah, well. If I didn’t give my photography away for free, no one would come to me for photos. And then I wouldn’t get to shoot. Ever.” She shrugs. “And I get cranky if I don’t get to use my camera.”

“Well, since we’re talking business and all… I want to hire you as an engagement present for my brother and Elise. They haven’t had pictures yet, and as far as I know they don’t have any plans to have them taken any time soon. So, since I was a total bit,” – I glance down at Emilia and bite my tongue – “bitter person,” I amend, “when they got engaged, I’d like to rectify that by surprising them with an engagement session. With you. They’re eloping in Iceland in June, so it’ll just need to be done before then.”

I think Betsy might just burst out of her skin.

“I want a full session, all out lifestyle experience. And,” I add, raising my brows, “I’m paying you.” When she opens her mouth to argue, I hold up a finger. “You either accept my check or I’ll find another photographer who will. Granted, the quality won’t be nearly as good…”

She nods, her face cherry tomato red. “Fine, okay. Yes, yes. Deal.” Her face takes on a shine. “This is going to be so great. They’re such a beautiful couple and I have so many ideas…” Betsy got to know Fox and Elise pretty well during their New Year’s party, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she doesn’t have the entire shoot already planned out in her head.

I laugh, glad to see her so happy. “And when you’re done with them, Miles and I will need you to shoot…”

But the words die on my lips.

There’s a figure approaching the door.

Betsy frowns. “Jen?”

A dark person in a dark coat with dark hair and a dark beard.

No. It can’t be.

“To shoot…”

The bells over the door jingle as it opens.

My mouth works, but nothing’s coming out.

“Your engagement photos?” Betsy prompts. Then she looks over her shoulder to see what has me so shell shocked.

I finally find my voice, but it’s all croaky and deep. “Betsy,” I say, without taking my eyes off the man standing in the doorway. “Can you take Emilia upstairs for a bit?”

“Yeah, sure,” she says, looking at me carefully. Her confusion is obvious, but I don’t elaborate. “C’mon, Emilia.” She stands, pulling my daughter up with her. “I know for a fact that Miles has hot chocolate and marshmallows somewhere in his kitchen.”

Emilia’s eyes light up. She hugs the bridal magazine to her chest and gives the man a quick smile before following Betsy behind the counter and through the door to the garage.

I watch them go, and when the man takes a step toward me, I close my eyes because I can’t stand the sight of his face.

“What,” I say, my voice practically vibrating with anger, “the fuck are you doing here?”
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“Jen.”

I haven’t heard his voice in well over five years, and I’m surprised to find that it still gives me chills. It’s one word. One simple word, but it’s deep and gruff and it wraps around me, plucking memories from my cells, my bones, my muscles.

Time is fucked.

There are all these scientists out there who are looking for ways to overcome it, travel it forwards and backwards and upside down and inside out. They have this outdated notion that all of life happens in one straight linear line, and if they can just physically step foot on and follow that invisible path they’ll be able to conquer it. But what they don’t realize is that time isn’t linear. And that humans are already equipped with the necessary stuff to travel through it.

Our memories.

It’s by way of our memories that we move forward or backward. It’s a chance meeting with an ex-husband that pulls you through the portal, backwards to a personality and feeling state you’ve long outgrown but comes rushing back anyway because suddenly it’s half a decade ago and you’re not really standing where you are now. You’re in your old loft, the last place you saw him, and feeling like you did then. Like you’re absolutely nothing.

I am beautiful, but I am nothing.

I open my eyes, drink him in. He’s every bit as handsome as he used to be, if not even more so. The pictures I googled all those months ago didn’t do him justice. He still carries with him a sultry charm and a brazen arrogance that probably gets him anything – anyone – he wants. He’s all man. All hard edges and rough planes. And he smells like rich sandalwood and sweet cigar smoke.

It’s a familiar scent, one I can smell from where I’m standing, and it makes my stomach churn.

“I said… What the fuck are you doing here?”

Julian shifts uncomfortably. Which, in turn, makes me stand a little taller. I slide my eyes over his appearance, noting his black peacoat, black slacks, black frame glasses, and (expensive, no doubt) distressed black leather boots. The heels and the bottom of his laces are encrusted with snow from the parking lot. We got hit with twelve inches last night and, while Miles shoveled the front walkway this morning, we’re still waiting for one of his friends to come by with a plow to shovel us out.

I cross my arms and frown at his feet, noting the mess he’s tracking in with him.

He clears his throat. Rubs the back of his neck with a leather-gloved hand. “I saw your painting.” He pauses, swallows. His voice dips even deeper when he continues. “The one you had at Mina Armani’s gallery.” He raises his brows. “I bought it.”

No. Just no.

“You what?” The question feathers from my lips in a whisper. A tiny, sad little whisper that I doubt he can even hear. My chest feels heavy and my throat thick, like it hurts to breath, much less speak. His words are invisible hands choking the life from mine.

Whether or not he heard me, he continues. “I saw her. I saw her and recognized her right away.” He smiles – the fucker has the audacity to smile at me – and takes a step closer. His voice is filled with wonder. “It was… It is amazing. She,” he shakes his head and chuckles. “She looks like me.”

All the strength leaves my body, and I sort of sit-fall into the bench that Emilia and Betsy just vacated. The seat is still warm from Emilia’s presence, and I use her leftover body heat to warm my frozen muscles, work life back into my dazed body. I’m still finding it hard to breath, hard to push words past my swollen throat. “She’s nothing like you,” I manage.

He takes my seated position as submission, as if I’m welcoming his presence here rather than damning it. But I’m not. I’m not open to his presence here. Not this place, this one place that isn’t tainted with his memory. Where I can finally be me, the me that Miles loves without condition.

The place where I fucking found myself.

He slides in to the spot beside me; the cushion sinks with his weight and my stomach goes along with it.

His chest is massive. Even under his coat I can tell he’s hard, not soft. All muscle and strength and pure raw power. And I used to eat that power up. If this were ten years ago, I’d crawl right into his lap and lick the spot under his ear – that one right there, right by that patch of freckles – and make him growl.

But it’s not ten years ago. It’s Now. And I’m not that same person.

He reaches out and grabs my hand – the bastard actually touches me – and dips his head, capturing my gaze. “Look. I know things ended badly.” He sighs. “We both fucked up. But I came here to apo…”

I want to scream.

My insides are sharp and edgy. Irritation courses through my system like needles, stabbing and sticking my insides over and over and over again. Little phantom pinches that poke and prod, building up, up, up until I feel like I’m going to lose my mind from the endlessness of it all.

Because this is never ending. Julian is trying to worm his way back into my life like he never left. All the years it took me to get over him and move on, and when I’ve finally done it the prick comes waltzing through the door of the one place the holds my heart, my soul. He’s here, igniting those emotions I thought I finally overcame. Coaxing them all back to the surface so they can go on and on and on, rubbing my insides raw and turning everything, all the momentum and peace I’ve finally found, into a ripped and bloody mess.

I feel like the only way to get any relief is to crawl right out of my skin, burst through the jumpy, twitchy mess of muscles and nerves so I can finally be free of this rage, this anger, this bitterness that makes me want to scream until my vocal chords snap.

“We both fucked up?”

I look at him like he’s crazy.

But he’s not staring at me anymore. He’s staring at the ring on my finger.

Miles’s ring.

Miles, who I love.

Who I love so much more than I’ve ever loved the man sitting before me.

He raises his eyes to mine, his expression darkening. His thumb makes a swipe over my ring. “What’s this?”

I jerk my hand back like his is on fire. “Please tell me how we both fucked up.”

But it’s like he’s not hearing me. “Are you married?”

“No…”

He blows out a breath. “Engaged?”

I nod. “I am.”

He frowns.

The strength has returned to my legs, and I shoot out of the seat. I can’t stand being that close to him. “You didn’t answer my question.” I stare down at him, articulating each word. “Please tell me how I fucked up. Enlighten me.”

When he doesn’t respond, just keeps sitting there, the muscle in his jaw twitching, I rage on. “Was it by getting pregnant? Is that it? Because that’s the only thing I can think of. And guess what? That wasn’t my fault! I didn’t plan for Emilia. I took every goddamned birth control pill like I always did. Every single one.” I start pacing, my strength suddenly overwhelming me to the point that if I don’t move, don’t expel these boiling emotions somehow, I might smack him. And while he certainly deserves it, I’m worried if I start, I won’t be able to stop.

And I don’t want to lose control. I refuse to give him that satisfaction.

“But you,” I sneer. “You, who refused to wear condoms because you said they were too tight. You, who refused to touch me – even look at me! – after I told you I was pregnant. And you, who brought that bitch into our home and practically fucked her right in front of me!”

He doesn’t say anything. And what can he say?

“I had Emilia by myself. The driver held my hand and talked me through contractions while I waited in the hospital lobby. The goddamned driver, Julian!”

I’m pacing, practically vibrating with an influx of energy now. It’s coming up. All of it. All the shit that I pushed down for years and didn’t want to think about. But even that didn’t work, because it still manifested itself in a million other little ways.

“You fired the nanny and paid me to get – to fucking stay – out of your life!”

He bends over in his seat, his head in his hands, fingers twisting through his thick hair.

I smirk, feeling absolutely no sympathy for him whatsoever. I squat down so I can look him in the face when I say, “And that little girl whose portrait you bought? The one who you think looks like you? You lived with her for an entire year and didn’t once look her way. You didn’t even watch us walk out the door the day we left. The day you pushed us out.”

My breath is coming in quick gasps now. I’m spent, finally spent.

Standing, I point at the door. “You don’t have to go to Hell, but you can’t stay here. Get out. Now.”

Julian looks up at me, his eyes red. And when he speaks, his voice is hoarse with emotion. “I want to see her. I,” his breath catches. “I want to see Emilia.”

His words are a slap across my face.

“You… You don’t get to say her name, much less see her face.”

I take a deep breath, count to ten. And when he doesn’t move, I return to the counter, pick up the receiver to the landline, and hold it up. The cord curls down like a snake, and I threaten Julian with its venom. “You have ten seconds to get out of here, or I’m calling the cops.”

Julian rises slowly, awkwardly, like his legs can’t bear the weight of his massive body. He pulls out his wallet, plucks a card from the sleeve, and lays it gently on the counter. “I’m sorry,” he whispers.

And then he’s gone.
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Emilia is spending the night with Fox and Elise, who are lifesavers and who offered to pick her up immediately after I called them this morning, half hysterical. They kept the interaction upbeat, telling her they wanted to introduce her to their new dog, a coonhound-mix they adopted from the shelter a week ago named Dehlia.

So now here I sit, with my hands wrapped around a mug of tea when all I really want is a shot or two or three of tequila or bourbon or whisky or something stronger than the supposedly calming earl grey Miles is making me drink. We’re sitting on his couch, and he’s looking at me like I’m a bomb about to explode.

“I’m not a bomb about to explode,” I tell him, lifting the mug to take another drink.

Nope. Not helping. Calming, my ass.

I run my thumb over the mug, tracing the words Someone in Minnesota Loves Me and mumble, “I can’t believe that asshole is threatening me with an attorney.” And then I laugh. Laugh so hard my hand jerks and spills lukewarm tea on my yoga pants. “I wonder if it’s the same attorney who leered over me while I signed the divorce papers. Wouldn’t that be rich?”

Miles isn’t laughing. Just wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. “You have every right to feel the way that you’re feeling. And if you want to throw that cup against a wall because it’ll make you feel better, go ahead.” He chuckles as he rests his cheek against my head. “I know from personal experience how satisfying it can be to break something against these old brick walls.”

I’m sure he’s referring to when he moved in here, after losing Sasha and Jacob. Those months he spent up here all alone, so cold from the sudden loss of child, his fiancé.

A small smile breaks through, and I hand him the mug. “Maybe you should take this, because I do feel like throwing it and I don’t want to spend our last two weeks up here worrying about Lucy stepping on bits of broken ceramic we forgot to sweep up.”

Miles kisses the top of my head. “Look at you, caring about the cat. Who are you, Jennifer Malone?”

I groan. “She’s growing on me, okay?”

And she is. Lucy doesn’t hiss at me anymore. Probably because I’ve started feeding her in the mornings, but I’ll take it. A win is a win.

We sit in silence for a while, the only noise the soft hum of the space heater in the corner by the bed and the whisking whir of my fans in the corner by the doorway.

Miles is absently trailing his fingers through my hair and I’m finally starting to calm down enough to think rationally when he asks, “Have you thought about talking to him?”

I jerk away, my features screwing into a what-the-fuck-look. “Are you serious? I talked to him today, Miles.”

Miles reaches for my hand, rubs circles on my palm with his thumb. “I wasn’t there, okay? But I’m pretty sure I can guess how it played out. You,” he looks at me, lifting his brows, “yelled at him. Talked at him and not to him.”

I close my eyes. Take a deep breath. Hold it.

“Am I right?”

“Yes,” I admit, releasing my breath along with the word.

He pauses for a minute, possibly gauging my sanity. When I don’t say anything else, he continues. “And then, before you could truly get to the heart of the matter, the real meat and potatoes of the issue and why he was there, you kicked him out. Correct?”

I glare at him. “Of course. Of course I did! He totally blindsided me, Miles! He walked into my life after all these years. All these years, when I least suspected it and after I never thought I’d see him again!”

Am I going crazy? Why the hell is Miles – my fiancé – defending him?

“I’m not defending him,” Miles says, answering my unasked question.

I pull my hand from his and cross my arms, closing myself off. “Well, you’re sure acting like it. Call him an asshole, a bastard! Tell me you want to track him down and kick the shit out of him.” Tears are pricking the corners of my eyes. “I want…” I cover my face with my hands, slide my fingers through my hair, and ball my fists in the locks.

I want Julian to have never come back into my life. I want to wake up this morning and do it all over, sans Julian’s appearance. I want to be curled up with Miles on the couch, talking about the renovation plans for our farmhouse on our beautiful land while Emilia cuddles with Lucy on the pullout bed. (Because, for some reason, the damn cat adores my daughter.)

And what I don’t want is to be sitting here, arguing with my fiancé and worried Julian’s super expensive lawyer is going to work his magic with the legal system and take my daughter away from me.

Because while Julian was completely absent throughout her entire life, I might as well have been.

And that, right there, is the heart of the matter. The real meat and potatoes of the issue.

Until recently, I’ve been a bad mom. And when I look at Julian, I see myself. How I used to be. How I’ve been through most of Emilia’s life.

And, oh… I hate myself so much for it.

“Do you really want me to kick the shit out of your ex-husband?”

I sigh. I can’t even picture Miles doing something like that. “No,” I admit.

Miles chuckles. “Good. Because apparently his muscles are way bigger than mine, remember?”

He flexes and I laugh, remembering the night he carried me home from Bert’s, where I spent a good portion of the trip telling him all about Julian’s muscles. “But you’re just as strong,” I point out. “In fact, I think you’re so much stronger.” I smile a watery smile, because now I’m getting sappy over the man sitting next to me. “Ugh,” I groan. “I’m such a mess.”

And just like that, the irritation is back. The anger, the bitterness, swirling around inside me like a hurricane. I feel this way because of Julian. And I hate him.

I hate him, I hate him, I hate him.

“I know you hate him,” Miles says. Because apparently, I said that out loud. The roar in my head is so loud I can’t think clearly, like I’m losing my grip on reality. I feel like I’m in a state of sober inebriation, where my walls are down and I can’t control my emotions. But I’m coherent enough to realize what’s going on – all the feelings that are rippling through me like shockwaves – which makes it even more aggravating.

Miles tugs on my hand, and I slowly fall back into him. My head is resting on his chest, and I’m trying to contain the flurry of emotions, when Miles opens up a whole new can of shit. “You know my dad died when I was ten.”

I nod.

“But I never told you how.”

I wipe away a stupid stray tear. “How did he die?”

Miles’s chest rises as he inhales. On the exhale, he says, “My dad was killed in a car accident.”

I wrap my arm around his middle, squeeze him tight. But I don’t say anything, because I know he’s not finished. He has a point to prove, and he’s reaching into one of his own heartbreaks to prove it.

“It was just after Christmas and right before New Year’s. That week where everyone has to go back to work but is still caught up in the holidays? The entire week is like one big party and everyone just sort of half asses their responsibilities, know what I mean?”

I know the question is rhetorical, but I nod anyway.

“My dad had just dropped his truck off and was coming home after being on the road for ten days straight. He was going to be home for two weeks, and then he had one more trip after that. One more, and then he was going to be transferred to an office position in Minneapolis. We were planning to move up there that Spring. My parents had even started looking at houses in the area. And me? I didn’t even mind moving – leaving school and my friends – because it meant my dad was going to be home all the time. God, I was so fucking excited.”

My worry drifts away with his story. Because I know what’s coming. I know that little boy didn’t get to move away to Minneapolis, didn’t get to experience having a full-time dad like he dreamed of.

“We got hit with a wicked snowstorm the day before he got back, and the majority of the streets were still icy and snow-packed the night he was supposed to come home. That, of course, contributed to the accident. But the…” He stops and clears his throat. “The thing that made it worse – and is probably the reason my dad is dead instead of still alive and walking around with a limp from a bum leg or something – is because the driver of the other vehicle was drunk and driving way over the speed limit.”

My fingers clench a fistful of his flannel and I sniff back a sob.

“They guy who hit my dad was just coming back from a party. Typical holiday stuff. Blood alcohol content through the roof. There was no way he should have been behind the wheel in his condition, much less with the conditions the roads were in at the time. Funny thing is, he was practically home, too. The driver, that is. He steered that truck all the way from downtown without hitting anyone or anything. All that way, over the interstate and through blocks and blocks of neighborhoods. He ended up blowing through a stop sign and hitting the driver’s side door of my dad’s car at sixty miles an hour.

My mom felt guilty after it happened. My dad, he gave her his truck – a big Chevy Silverado that was built like a tank, I swear – because it was four-wheel drive. That way we could get around easier while he was gone. Said the only thing he needed her little Civic for was to drive to work and then, a little over a week later, drive home. That ate my mom up for a long time. Although, she never let it affect her life. At least, not on the outside. Still kept her job teaching music, kept our house a home. Me, on the other hand. I was so angry, so mad, I just… I couldn’t hold it all in.”

“Of, course you couldn’t,” I say softly, reaching up to brush my lips over his cheek. “You were just a kid.”

“Yeah, well. I let it define me. It became my identity, and I went out looking for things that would further those feelings. I drank a lot. Which is stupid, I know, considering alcohol was pretty much the reason my dad was dead. Gravitated toward some bad people who had the same type of rage I had. But, like I mentioned before, working for Bob helped. It didn’t take all the anger away, but it gave me a healthier way for me to channel it.”

I pull back, lean against the couch cushions and curl my legs over his lap. “You don’t seem at all angry now. Or bitter,” I point out. “I don’t even know how you’re telling me all this without wanting to throw something.” I allow a small smile and point to the mug on the coffee table. “Or kick the shit out of the guy who hit your dad.”

Miles chuckles. “Yeah, well. Those were my intentions once upon a time. When I got older and couldn’t sleep, I’d dream about hunting the guy down and driving my fist into his face. I’d build whole scenarios around it. Like, I’d run across him at the grocery store, follow him home and, once he got inside, I’d have all the privacy I wanted to just wail on him, torture him, pull his fingernails out one at a time. Other times, I envisioned just choking the life out of him up against an alley wall and leaving his body for the rats.”

My mouth drops. This is not the version of Miles I know. “That,” I say, trying to conceal my horror, “is intense.”

Miles’s laugh is dark. “Yeah, well. I was an intense kid. After my dad died, at least.”

I rub his arm. “You had every right to feel the way you did, though. I don’t blame you for having those thoughts. I, well, I had some similar to Julian right after we divorced. They alternated between me trashing his artwork or humiliating him in public and him crawling back to me and becoming the sort of fairytale family magazines would beg us to photograph. But they were pretty graphic, either way.”

“That’s my point, though.” He runs his hands over my legs. “Anger, bitterness, thoughts of revenge – all that shit can consume you. Warping who you are and turning you entirely into something else. Like me, for example, who dreamt of bashing a man’s skull into the side of a brick building. I actually wanted to hear the crack of it. Thoughts like those, man… They’ll take you down all the wrong paths. And if you’re not careful, you’ll end up so far from where you began that you won’t be able to find your way back.”

“You said working for Bob helped, but not all the way. What brought you back?”

He squeezes my knee. “Meeting the man who hit my dad.”

My eyes go wide, round, practically popping out of my head. “Holy shit,” I say. “Did… You didn’t hurt him, did you?”

Miles shakes his head, then nods and laughs. It’s a soft laugh, and not at all bitter. It’s almost like he’s recalling a happy memory, instead of what he’s really doing – retelling the story of the time he met the man responsible for his father’s death.

“I was twenty, and by that time I’d been at Bob’s shop for about four years, so I’d calmed down some. Walked in the door one night after work and there he was, sitting at the kitchen table and talking to my mom. At first, I didn’t know who he was. But he was crying, bent over all weird and my mom was consoling him, patting him on the back and offering Kleenex. And then I noticed she was crying, which threw me into defense mode. Walking up to that table,” he blows out a breath, “it was surreal. It was like I knew who he was, even before either of them could tell me. I never saw a picture of the guy or knew his name – my mom kept all that stuff from me when it happened. Didn’t want it scarring me, she said. As if I wasn’t scarred enough already, right? And I never looked it up when I got older because, at least deep down, I was nervous if I did know who he was, I’d find him. I’d find him and act out everything I’d dreamed of doing to him. But somehow, when he turned and looked at me with those glassy eyes, I knew. I just fucking knew. And before he or my mom could say anything, I hit him. I punched him in the face so hard it knocked him out of his chair.”

I gasp, throw a hand over my mouth.

“I know,” Miles says, reading my reaction. “It wasn’t my finest moment. And I would have beat him more. I wanted to, had my arm cocked back and everything. But when I saw him crumpled on the ground, he looked so… sad. Defeated. I’d given him a bloody nose, and that was making him look even worse. He was so fucking frail – just an old man – and I suddenly felt like shit for hitting him. Even though, in my mind, he deserved it. Deserved that and so much worse.

My mom helped him up – I wasn’t feeling that remorseful – while I paced the kitchen. Long ending to a long story, my mom finally convinced me to sit down and hear him out. He’d come over to apologize. Not to ask for forgiveness, but to apologize and try to help us find peace. And after talking to him, really listening to him, I realized he was telling the truth. Said he spent three years in prison for what he did, and the whole time he thought of four people: me, my mom, my dad, and his wife. Turns out she died just a year prior to the incident with my dad, and he wasn’t coping with it well. Highschool sweethearts and married for thirty years until they were mugged one night in New York. He was beaten up pretty good – lost a tooth – and his wife was shot point blank in the face right in front of him.”

Both of my hands are pressed against my mouth now, holding in the shock I’m feeling because certainly shit like this only happens in movies. Right?

“It didn’t excuse what he did – choosing to drive drunk and hitting my dad – and it never will. But it explained it. It explained why it happened. And sometimes, that’s all we can hope for.”

I think I know where he’s going with this. I think I know where he’s going, and I rebel. “Miles, that situation is totally different than what I had with Julian. I’m glad you were able to find peace with that whole awful ordeal, but what if you had to see that guy every day? Watch him go on with life right in front of your nose, knowing what he did? Julian wasn’t drunk when he fucked me over. When he did the things he did. He was completely aware. Of everything. I’m not about to condone his behavior.”

“Forgiveness isn’t about condoning, Jenny. It’s not even about the other person. Not really. It’s about yourself. Caring enough about yourself to let all that resentment and hostility go.” He places a hand on my chest, right above my heart. “Don’t let it eat you up.”

“It’s not that easy,” I whisper, leaning into his touch.

He nods. “I know it isn’t.”

“I don’t see how I can ever forgive him. I hate him. I just hate him so much…”

“And it might take a while for that feeling to go away.”

I look into his eyes. His beautiful, autumn-colored eyes. “How long did it take you to forgive? You know, that ass –” I bite my lip. “That guy. How long did it take for you to not just want to rip his heart out?”

He smiles, smoothing his hand up and over my neck, cupping my cheek. “Forgiveness didn’t happen overnight. Not for me, anyway. But the hate did. All the anger, the rage. It just sort of trickled out. And after he left, I crashed. I was so exhausted, had been sense I was ten years old, to be honest. An entire decade after the accident, and that night after talking with Merv was the first time I slept through the night.”

I frown. “Merv? Not… Not Merv the bum?”

Miles nods. “Yeah. The same one. Mervin Rothchester. Opened The Rothchester House and the soup kitchen when he got out of prison. Poured every scent he had in it.”

I try to speak, but my thoughts are sticky. “Merv?” I manage.

“Merv is a violinist virtuoso. He’s played with symphonies all over the world, even had some solo shows when he was younger. He’s from Cedar Hills, actually. Quite the local celebrity back in the day. He was playing with the New York philharmonic when his wife died. He sort of lost it after that. Every year he gets a little bit worse. I don’t know if it’s early onset Alzheimer’s or something just broke in his brain when Nancy – that was his wife’s name – was killed right in front of him. In fact, the only time he’s really with it is when he’s playing. I think that’s the only thing holding him together some days.”

“Holy butterflies,” I mumble, shaking my head. “I – I had no idea. None. I wouldn’t have guessed.”

Miles shrugs. “People are adept at judging by appearances. But appearances rarely tell the whole story.”

I chew on my lip. Consider what he’s proposing. “How do you know when it’s gone? All that anger and hate? Because I just tried. Just said to myself, I forgive him.” I frown. “It didn’t work.”

He laughs, but I know he’s not making fun of me. “Forgiveness, for me, went in stages. Day by day, little by little. And it’s hard to explain, but letting go isn’t about saying something in your head and – poof! – suddenly all the resentment is gone. Changing the way you think helps, though.” He smiles. “Expressing those dark emotions – in safe way, of course. Sort of like when you paint. You’re definitely less bitchy after a few hours in your studio.”

I smack his shoulder, but then lean in and kiss his cheek.

“And then one day,” he says, “that two-hundred-pound load that’s been strapped to your back all these years will just be… gone. Granted, some people like that extra weight. They say the anger is the only way they can get through the day. And I understand that, because those day dreams of kicking the shit out of the – at the time – faceless bastard who was the reason my dad was dead was the only way I could get through the day without giving up. But eventually I wanted more. I didn’t want to just get through the day. I wanted to live. I saw other people smiling, happy, living their lives. And I wanted what they had. I just didn’t know how to get it until I met Merv. Until I gave him a chance and listened to what he had to say. And, sweetheart, let me tell you…  Living without the hate feels so much better than living with it.”

“But I’m one of those people that like the hate and hostility. It feels good. Like I’m vindicated for all the shit I went through. For what he put me through.”

“I know,” he says. “Believe me. And you don’t have to listen to me. You’re free to feel any way you want. I’ll support you in whatever decision you make. I just wanted to tell you my story because I thought it might help.” He leans in and brushes his lips over mine.

When he pulls away, I sigh and reach out, grabbing the card Julian left behind from the coffee table. When I flip it over, I see his chicken scratch. It’s his cell number, the black ink stark against the white cardstock. The familiar handwriting brings back memories. So many memories. And, along with those memories, feelings. Feelings bad and good.

My lungs push out a pent-up breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. I wave to the kitchen island, where I left my cell. My legs feel rubbery, like jello, and my heart is hammering in my chest. “Would you mind grabbing my phone for me?”

Miles – sweet, sweet Miles – retrieves my phone, plants a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me, okay?”

I nod.

When he’s gone, I dial Julian’s number. When he answers, it takes a few seconds to find my voice. But when I do, it’s surprisingly clear.

“Go ahead,” I say. “Talk.”
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I hate him the minute I see him.

Nope. Sorry Miles. This is a bad idea.

But I hold my chin up as Julian slides into the seat across from mine.

He sounded so relieved when I called him this afternoon and immediately agreed to meet me tonight at, according to him, “…wherever. I don’t care. Just name the place.”

So, I told him to meet me at Bert’s because this is a place he’d never set foot in otherwise. I wanted to meet him on my turf, gain the upper hand. Secretly, though, I just want to see how uncomfortable I can make him. This isn’t about giving him a chance. This is about giving him an ultimatum.

Stay the fuck away from us.

I didn’t even get dressed up for this. You’d think I would, right? Show him what he’s been missing out on all these years. What he let get away. Or, more accurately, what he threw away.

But, no.

My goal is to show him I don’t care. That a meeting with him isn’t worth getting fixed up for. Mascara and clear lip gloss is as far as I’ve taken my makeup. I pulled my hair back into a loose side bun, and the only jewelry I’m wearing is the necklace Miles got me for Christmas and my engagement ring. And if all that isn’t enough of a sign, my ripped black jeans and oversized gray sweater that keeps sliding down my right shoulder should scream I don’t give a fuck what you think.

My hand is wrapped around a beer, and when I see him glance at it, I ask, “Do you want something to drink?”

He nods, so I wave over the waitress. She’s plump and perky, and I’ve been here so much over the last six months I know her by name. When she makes her way to the table, I nod toward Julian.

Trina looks at him, and then shoots a questioning glance my way. I just roll my eyes and shake my head. Julian sees our interaction and clears his throat. “I’ll just have the same,” he says, and motions toward my beer.

Trina nods and smiles. “Sure thing.” She turns to me. “You good, Jenny?”

I nod, not taking my eyes off Julian. “As good as I can be, considering the company.”

Her smile wobbles, but she recovers up quickly. “Well.” She laughs a shaky laugh and turns to Julian. “I’ll be right back with your drink.” And with that, she scurries away.

Okay. So I may have just made the waitress a tab bit uncomfortable. But all’s fair in war. Catching innocents in the crossfire is sometimes unavoidable.

Julian, however, seems intent on playing his own game. He came dressed to kill. He shrugs out of his coat, revealing a navy sweater that loosely hugs his large frame. The sleeves are pushed halfway up to his elbows, probably to show off his large forearms. He’s wearing a thick leather cuff around his left wrist, a guy type of accessory that for some reason as always turns me on. It’s like medieval war hero meets contemporary man. Or something. Either way, it’s hot.

His dark hair is cut short on the sides and long on top, brushed up and away from his forehead. A trimmed beard and black glasses, broad shoulders and high cheekbones. Emilia’s sloping nose…

“Why are you here, Julian? And did you really think you could threaten me with a lawyer?”

Shock rearranges his features. “I wasn’t… I’m not trying to threaten you, Jen.”

I take a pull from my beer. “Yeah, well the card from that law firm says otherwise.”

But he shakes his head. “I just went there for a consultation. To, I don’t know. Talk. Find out what my rights are.”

Trina delivers Julian’s beer, and we remain quiet until she’s out of earshot.

“Rights?” I laugh. “That’s rich. You don’t have any rights, Julian. Shit, your name isn’t even on her birth certificate.  By your choice, not mine.”

“I can get a paternity test,” he says, not meeting my eyes.

Coward. He’s a fucking coward.

And I tell him.

“You’re right,” he says, looking up. “You fucking hit the nail on the head, Jen.” He shakes his head, closes his eyes. “I was a coward. I was a hotheaded asshole who freaked out when his wife told him she was pregnant.”

I cross my arms and lean back in my chair. “That’s no excuse for how you behaved.”

“I know,” he says, finally looking at me. “I know it’s not. Nothing excuses what I did. How I treated you and… her.”

I’m quiet, because there’s nothing to say. Nothing is getting resolved here. Nothing. I still feel the same way I did when I walked in here tonight – pure hate. Rage. Anger. Resentment. My insides are boiling over with it all.

“I was blindsided,” he continues. “All the years we were together and you said you never wanted kids. And hell, I didn’t want kids. We had a plan for a future without babies and bottles and diapers. Shit, without toddlers and playdates and soccer games. It was you and me, always. And that’s how I thought it was always going to be. I – I know I was never able to show my feelings the right way. Love was such a for foreign concept to me when I met you. I didn’t know what it felt like, so I had no clue when I was in it.”

“No,” I bite back. “You obviously didn’t.”

He seems small to me. Sure, he’s the same height, the same build. But something about him has diminished.

“I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was scared. Fuck, Jen. That night you told me you were pregnant, I lost my mind from the fear. I’d never had a family, other than the piece-of-shit foster homes I bounced between when I was a kid. Not to mention before that, when my dad kicked the shit out of me on a daily basis. And I inherited that anger. I know I did. I couldn’t be a father, I had no idea how to be a father. I hated my own so much, and I was worried I’d…” He sighs, swipes his massive hands over his face, “I’d turn around and do exactly what he did. Because I could feel it. Back then, I could feel it – all that hate racing through me. It was so strong I could barely contain it. I was able to channel it into sculpting, working out. Sex.” He looks at me, his eyes dark. “But with a little baby in the house? I – I had no idea how I would handle that. What if she started crying and I lost it? There were just so many ways for me to fuck up. And yes, I know. I was a coward for not even trying.”

“You never told me that.”

He runs a hand through his hair and frowns. “Huh? Of, course I did.”

But I shake my head. “No, no you didn’t. You told me you were in foster care when you were seven, but that’s all you’d ever say about your past. You’d get pretty pissed when I tried to pry more out of you, actually.”

“Yeah, well.” His voice is dry. “Anything from seven years on down wasn’t something I wanted to talk about, much less remember. Not that foster care was much better, that is. But at least I didn’t get smacked around, which I guess was an improvement. Mainly, I got the silent treatment. Outright ignored for the most part. The people who took me in only wanted me for the money. Not that it was all that much, but…” He shrugs. “When you don’t spend any of it on the kid it’s meant for, it’s still extra cash in your pocket, right?” He tries to laugh, like he’s making a joke, but it falls short.

I never knew this. “Being ignored. I think that would be almost worse.”

“Yeah,” he says, “maybe it was. I guess I never really learned how to actually deal with people. Other than shutting them out, that is. Or treating them like objects, like a means to an end. The way I was treated growing up. You, though. Jen, you were different. And I could barely handle the way I felt when I was around you. It was so fucking overwhelming. All the years we were together, and you were the only thing I feared losing. I never wanted to love anything – need anything – in the first place. I’d been down that road as a kid. And I had no desire to go through it as an adult. But you…” He stops abruptly, takes a drink from his beer, draining almost half the bottle. “And it wasn’t long after – after we met – that I began to need you. You,” he shakes his head and chuckles, but it’s a sound filled with so much pain and sorrow and regret that it almost hurts me to hear it. “You were like air to me. And suddenly, without meaning to, I needed you to breathe. I tried everything in my power not to, at first. Wanting you was fine. I could handle that. But needing you… I never knew how to deal with it.”

I lean in, rest my elbows on the table. “So you fell in love with me, and I’m supposed to feel sorry for you? Do you know how many people would kill to fall in love with someone who actually loved them back? Have them love you the way I did?”

Now his laugh is bitter. “Really, Jen? Really? Did you love me, or did you just love the lifestyle that was possible with me?”

My body jerks. “I loved you,” I say through clenched teeth.

“Yeah, well. That very well may be,” he says, lifting the bottle and taking another swig. “But you weren’t any better at showing it than I was.”

My mouth works, and when nothing comes out, I snap it shut. Press my lips together. Because, deep down, I know he’s right. I’ve always had love in my life. So much of it, in fact, I got to feeling like it was something I was owed. Like it would always be around, no matter how I acted or what I did. Unlike Julian, I knew what love was. But I was stupid enough to take it for granted.

For the first time, the door to maybe opens.

Miles’s mom can make music with the man responsible for her husband’s death. Maybe, just maybe, I can share my daughter with my ex-husband.

“Look, I can throw at you all the ways you chose stuff like modeling contracts and designer clothes and parties and influence over us, but I won’t. And it’s not because I’m trying to be the bigger person. Because I’m not. I know,” he blows out a breath. “I know I was way worse to you than you ever were to me. I – I know it.” He pushes aside his empty bottle, folds his hands on the table, and studies them. “And if you don’t want me back and you won’t let me see… See her, that’s fine. Well,” he amends, “it’s not fine. But I would… I would understand. I’m not here to demand anything from you, as hard as that may be to believe. I mean, I have – er, had – hopes, of course. Obviously.” He flattens his palms against the table and looks up. His smile is small, shaky, and eventually it collapses, turning down at the edges. “The main thing I wanted to do today was to tell you how sorry I am. And baby, I am. I’m so fucking sorry…”

His voice catches, and he balls up his fist, presses it against his lips. And as I watch his eyes close and his shoulders shake, all thoughts of war dissolve.

Because this is real. In all the ten years we were together, Julian never once broke down in front of me. I’ve never seen him shed a tear. Not one.

And my heart, newly pieced back together, shatters.
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I’m spent when I walk I through the door to Miles’s loft.

He’s waiting up for me, ready to deal with whatever emotional wreck I could possibly be in after my meeting with Julian. The record player is spinning an old Led Zeppelin album and Miles has his long legs spread out on the couch, a book about quantum physics open in his lap.

“You’re such a nerd,” I say, coming up behind him. But I bend down and brush a kiss over the top of his head to show him that I love him anyway.

He tucks the sleeve of the hardcover in between the pages to mark his spot, and then I take the book and set it on the coffee table.

“How’d it go?” he asks. He’s cautious, I can tell.

But before I answer him, I climb into his lap, straddle his legs, and press my lips to his. I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him into me, kissing him with a passion that borders on desperation. I suck him in, every bit of him, and give him just as much of myself back.

Because I never, ever want him doubting my feelings.

When I pull back, I press my forehead to his. We’re both gasping, struggling to catch our breath. “I love you, Miles,” I say, my voice thin not only from lack of oxygen but from the emotion creeping up my throat.

He smiles, his mouth still so close to mine I can feel his grin against my lips. “I love you too, Jenny.”

I give him another peck on the lips before sliding down against him, my back to the couch. I wrap my arms and legs around him, and he pulls me in close. “So,” he says. “Are you still in need of my puny muscles? Or…” He draws the word out, waiting.

I squeeze his arm. “These,” I say, “are hardly puny.” Then I slide my hand up and under his t-shirt, feeling the heat from his skin against my palm. I just want to get as close to him as I can. “And, no. I won’t be needing your, um, assistance anymore. I handled it. And you were right,” I say. “Listening helped. I don’t – damn, I can’t believe I’m saying this – but I don’t hate him.” I graze my hand over his chest, feel the beat of his heart beneath my fingertips. “And I do feel lighter. So much lighter.”

And I do. I can even go so far as to say that I forgive him.

Or, at the very least, I’m halfway there. Which, considering where I started the night, is pretty fucking amazing.

Julian has a lot of work to do before I let him into my daughter’s life. I’m still not sure how to handle that. But I’m willing to try.

And I don’t have to worry about a prima ballerina step mom, because that relationship apparently soured months ago. Julian is single, and he says he plans to stay that way for a long time.

It’s odd, because when you live with bitterness and all those other deep, dark emotions for so long, they sort of mold to you, sink into your body. They’re a heaviness you hardly notice. But the weight just keeps increasing in intensity so gradually you barely know you’re carrying it. And then – poof! – when you release it, let it go, you finally realize how much it was holding you down. And all the time you thought that what you were feeling – the pains and pokes and spasms that chewed away at your heart, your soul, your sanity – was normal. When, in reality, what you were feeling wasn’t normal at all.

You never know how much anger you’re holding on to until you release it. Until you feel that visceral weight lift. All that shit, it’s something you carry in your bones, your muscles, the very cells of your body.

I start to tell Miles what happened tonight. The things Julian and I talked about, the arrangement we hope to come to terms with. How along with forgiveness comes second chances.

Because, yes. Some people do deserve them.

I start to tell him all of this. But I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes open. My lids eventually flutter, slide shut, and my voice becomes an echo in my own ears. It’s not long after that I feel a blanket slide over my back.

And the last thing I remember before drifting off is the feeling of being wrapped up in Miles’s arms and the beginning notes of Zeppelin’s Ramble On fading in the background.
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“Hi, Mom! Bye, Mom!”

It’s Saturday morning and I’m pulling my dance bag out of the backseat of my Rover when Emilia blows by, skipping down the walk and heading for the dirt road in front of our rental, Lady leading the way.

“Hey, you! Wait a sec!”

Emilia stops and gives a soft tug on the leash. Lady trots back and falls into a sit by her feet. “What?”

I throw my bag over my shoulder and study her. Her pigtails are lopsided, and I can see the red strap of her swimming suit underneath the collar of one of Miles’s old concert tees. Def Leppard Hysteria is written across the front in lighting strike script, and the faded black material hangs down past her knees. On her feet, she’s wearing navy rain boots with cartoon lady bugs drawn on the rubber – a gift Julian brought her back from his show in Seattle last month and she insists on wearing every single day, despite the fact that it’s June and the temperature is inching toward ninety degrees with no rain in sight.

I cock my head. “You look like a vagabond.” Then I smile. Because even though she looks like a homeless kid, she’s my kid, and I love her more than anything in the world.

Even painting.

“You going swimming?”

She nods, bouncing around on the balls of her feet. This kid has so much energy, I swear.

“And you called to ask if it was okay first, right?”

She nods again. “Uncle Fox said I could. And,” she says, seeming to sense my next question. “He said I could bring Lady to play, too.”

“Fine, fine. Go ahead and go. I’ll walk up and get you at three, okay? Your dad will be in town around four and he’s picking you up for that movie, remember?”

“I know, I know! Can I go now? Puh-lease?”

I laugh and wave her off. Apparently I have a fish for a daughter. Which is a good thing, because I signed her up for the Guppies swimming team in the fall which will give her year-round access to a pool. So, yeah. I’m going to be a swim mom. And I couldn’t be more excited.

My brother’s place is barely a quarter mile away, but I still watch her walk a bit even though she stays off the road and has trekked the path well over a dozen times since we moved in three months ago. In the distance, I see a blonde head walking in Emilia’s direction, an over-excited coonhound puppy bouncing around on the end of a leash. Elise waves, and I return the gesture before turning and heading up our walk. My soon-to-be sister-in-law isn’t half bad, actually. She’s pretty sweet and a whole lot of fun – something I found out once I gave her a chance.

I find Miles sitting on the porch swing, Lucy curled up in his lap. She doesn’t hiss when she sees me, but when I drop my dance bag and slide in next to him, she gives me her trademark dirty look. “Oh, bite me,” I tell her.

Miles just runs his fingers down her back and laughs. “You know, it’s just now hitting me. I’m the only man in a houseful of women. You, Milly, Lady, Lucy. We seriously need to do something about that.”

I bite my tongue. There’s something I want to tell him – something I need to tell him – but, for some reason, I’m having a hard time working up the nerve. Instead, I bring up our dog-sitting gig next week and how, with Kevin, he’ll at least have one other dude in the house. We’re watching Fox and Elise’s three dogs while they’re in Iceland, and I’m already exhausted just thinking about it. I push my foot against the floor of the porch, making the chair swing and tilt my head toward the house. “I can’t believe we’ve gotta fit four dogs and a kid in there. For two weeks, Miles!” I feign terror. “When is our place going to be done again?” But I laugh, because we’ve only just started renovating our farmhouse and I’m completely aware of all the work that needs to be done.

It’s going to be a big undertaking, but it’ll be so worth it when it’s finished.

“Next year, sweetheart. Next year.”

I groan. “I know, I know.”

“Come on,” Miles says, sliding his arm around my shoulder and pulling me next to him. Lucy growls and hops down, slinking across the porch and down the steps. She sprawls out on the sidewalk, her black coat shiny in the morning sun. “You know you love it here. And,” he adds, sliding his finger along my waist, “I know for a fact you love having the loft to yourself.”

I nod, because he’s right. I moved all of my art stuff upstairs the day after we moved in here. Which is great, because there’s so much more room in Miles’s old place that I feel like I can paint twice as much, twice as fast. And, as of a month ago, we hired Shauna (the singer from The Rothchester House) to help part time in the front, giving me more time with my art.

And I do love it here. This place used to be my grandfather’s house – a place my family lived for the first few years of my life – and it’s incredibly homey. Fox did some remodeling a few years ago, adding some modern touches, and we’re fortunate to be able to stay here until our place is done.But with two bedrooms and a tiny den, it just isn’t big enough for a… a growing family.

“How was dance?” Miles asks. He takes a sip from his coffee mug (Elvis is alive and well in Tennessee) before handing it to me.

“Fine,” I say, taking a sip of my own before handing it back to him. I lean my head against his shoulder. During one of our morning coffee dates, George discovered I used to take ballet and urged me to attend one of the barre classes at the studio where she teaches yoga. One class and I was hooked. It’s just a few blocks down from the shop, so not only am I able to meet George several mornings a week, but I also get a good workout in after dropping Emilia off at school and before the garage opens. We finally convinced Betsy to give it a try, and today was her first class. I can’t help but smirk as I remember how stiff she was by the end of it. “Betsy’s going to be walking funny for a few days.”

Miles laughs. “I still can’t see her doing ballet. She’s such a klutz.”

“Yeah, well. You should see her in tap class.” I shudder. “Bitch is crazy good.” I took a few of the walk-in classes the studio offers and found it’s still not my thing. But Betsy loves it, and it’s like her two left feet finally find their bearings when they’re clad in the clunky shoes.

“I did tell her we finally set a date, though.” The swing has stilled, so I push against the floor again. I like the rocking motion, being wrapped up in Miles’s arms while we ease into a lazy weekend morning. Now that Miles has help at the shop (he finally broke down and hired another mechanic – a great guy that worked with Elise years ago and came highly recommended) he actually gets a day or two off a week.

“I take it she’s available?”

“Considering it’s a year and a half away, yeah. I told her the plans and she’s actually bummed it’s not sooner.” We’ve put off our wedding because this year – with the house reno and the art shows I’ve got scattered across the Midwest – is going to be busy enough, without adding a wedding into the mix. And with the news I found out last night… “Although we are scheduled for engagement pictures in a few weeks.”

Miles groans. “Don’t remind me.”

I smack his chest, and he grabs my hand. Rubbing circles into the pad of my palm, he says, “You know it’s a testament to my love that I’m willing to frolic around in a freaking field while Betsy follows us with a camera, right?”

I laugh and snuggle in closer. “Whatever. You’re handsome and I’m beautiful, and the pictures are going to be amazing.”

“She does think highly of herself,” he jokes. Then, “You’re not going to make me wear anything weird, are you? Like a hipster hat and skinny jeans that are so tight I can barely walk?”

An image pops into my head and I laugh so hard tears burn my eyes. “Yep, babe. That’s exactly what I’m going to make you wear. And we’re going to stand around holding hands, completely aloof and acting like we’re too cool to care about anything.”

He bitches and moans until I slide a hand under his shirt and across his chest before settling it on his stomach, just above the waistband of his jeans. He sucks in a breath.

“I’m kidding,” I say, slipping the tips of my fingers lower, down under the material. “These pictures will be us, all us. The real us. With maybe just a teeny bit of shine.”

“God forbid we don’t have the shine,” Miles says, rolling his eyes. But his voice is rough, deep. “How long is Emilia gone for?”

I smile. “At least a couple hours.”

“Not near enough time, but it’ll do.” Miles cups my chin and bends his head, brushing his lips over mine. My heartrate quickens as I allow him to pull me up and lead me back to our bedroom, the silence in the house a reminder that it’s just us and we’re finally free to devour each other in any way that we want.

The sheets twist around us in tangles as we fall into a frenzy, releasing the sort of passion that we otherwise can’t in a house with thin walls and close bedrooms. He’s rough and gentle, stealing my breath with his mouth, his hands, his thrusts. I’ve never, in all of my life, felt so consumed, so needed. So adored.

And when it’s over, and the sun has shifted in the sky and the shadows of the room have grown deeper, I reluctantly pull myself from his arms and reach for my clothes. A glance at the clock on the nightstand tells me we’ve been in bed half the day, and I’ve got a little under half an hour before I have to pick up Emilia. Planning to step in the shower quick, I forgo my yoga wear and decide to throw on one of Miles’s t-shirts. I’ve just pulled my head through and am feeling it slide down my waist and over my hips when I hear him speak.

“I’m going to love you forever, Jenny Malone.”

I turn around and see him sitting up in bed, sheets up to his waist and arms clasped behind his head. He’s staring at me with something close to worship, and the feeling I’ve had since finding out what I found out last night, expands. My entire chest swells, the pressure squeezing up into my throat and making my eyes water.

Now. Now’s the time.

I make my way over to the bed, sit down beside him, and graze my fingernails over his chest. “There’s something I need to tell you. I should have told you last night but…” I close my eyes, let my head fall back. “I was nervous, and I don’t know why I’m nervous. Well, I kind of do, but it shouldn’t even be an issue. Still…”

Miles captures my hand in his, and when I finally meet his gaze, I can tell that he’s worried. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

The tears finally fall as I nod. I nod and cry and can barely get the words out. Partly because I’m so happy, partly because I’m scared. And partly because I have no idea how he’ll react.

I take a deep breath, squeeze my eyes shut. “I’m – I’m… Pregnant.”

The silence is so loud, filled to the brim with my fears, my worries.

Thick with my hope.

The last time I delivered news like this, it didn’t go over well. And while I know Miles isn’t Julian and this situation isn’t like the one before, I can’t help the rush of nerves fluttering through my stomach.

Miles doesn’t say anything.

I squint, opening one eye. “Miles?”

His eyes – those striking eyes that I hope we’ve somehow managed to pass down to our unborn child – are wide. A smile splits his face and his eyes, which are glassy and shining, blink once, twice. “Are you serious?”

I bite my lip and nod. “I haven’t been to the doctor yet, but I’m guessing I’m around eight weeks now. Give or take?”

And the next thing I know I’m wrapped in a hug that’s so tight I can barely breath.

Or maybe I can barely breath because I’m laughing so hard I’m crying. Or crying so hard I’m laughing.

When I pull back, Miles is shaking his head. He puts a hand on my stomach, holds it there. “I just… Shit. How?”

I arch a brow. “Really, Miles. After everything we just did, and you’re wondering how?”

He looks up at me. “Smartass,” he says. “What I meant was, how the hell did I get so fucking lucky?” His hand slides up my body and cups the back of my neck. He rubs his thumb against my jawline and shakes his head again. “How?” he says, looking at me like he’s never seen me before.

I lean into his touch. “Because you were there to catch me when I fell.”

All these years, I had it backwards.

Life isn’t worth anything if you’re not wanted.

Yeah, well. Being wanted is nice and all. It’s a pretty damned heady thing to be desired, to have people need you, worship the ground you walk on. I’m not going to lie and claim that it isn’t.

No one wants to be forgotten. Thrown out into this great big world entirely on their own. Unwanted and alone.

But there’s a deeper reason we’re all here. A deeper meaning that, if you just open yourself up to it, will burst everything wide open. Something that has the power to make even the coldest of dead hearts start pumping again.

And it’s this:

Life isn’t worth anything if you don’t know how to love.
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I’m not going to write about myself in third person. That’s just weird.

I grew up in Iowa, where the plains stretch as far as the eye can see and rolling fields of corn lay blanketed beneath eggshell blue skies dotted with clouds as fluffy and thick as pillows. My family was the traditional Midwest breed – we ate sweetcorn by the buckets during summer and spent way too much time shoveling our driveway in the winter. I learned how to swim before I could walk, spent my grade school years building forts and playing kickball with the boys on my street, and annoyed my mother to no end by spending more time reading than I did caring about my hair, clothes, boys, etc. I’ve wanted to be an author since I was four years old and now, after thirty odd years, am finally honoring that little girl’s dream. I currently live in the Pacific Northwest – a beautiful and rugged corner of the world – but spend most of my days dreaming of a move back to Iowa. My first job really was in an auto parts store, and I thank all of my co-workers for instilling in me a love of raunchy humor and a sarcastic wit that knows no measure. I have one husband and one dog who is beyond spoiled. (The dog, not the spouse.) I believe aliens built the pyramids or, at the very least, showed someone how to do it. I mean, really people… Look at the evidence.

It’s my firm belief that people can be anything they want to be. And it’s my hope that, as the years pass, we see more of our fellow humans stepping out of their comfort zones and living the life of their dreams.
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