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“There’s this place in me where your fingerprints still rest, your kisses still linger, and your whispers softly echo. It’s the place where a part of you will forever be a part of me.” ~ Ritu Ghatourey 
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1. LEXIE










I never hated anyone as much as I hated Mom right then. Dressed in her high-powered lawyer gear, a navy suit jacket and matching pencil skirt with a button down white dress-shirt, she had popped in for one final reaming before she went back to the office.

“Lexie are you listening to  me?”

I gave her a one shoulder shrug, which meant that I had stopped listening to her a while back. Probably when she had said I couldn’t go to Dallas’s party.

“Lexie, I was looking for an actual verbal response,” Mom said. She stood across from me, waving her index finger like I was a two-year-old. I wanted to break it in half because I wasn’t a baby. I was eighteen-years-old soon to be nineteen. She had never hesitated to leave me on my own when she had a business trip planned, but now suddenly I wasn’t old enough to go to a freaking party. It took every bit of strength I had to keep my lips pressed together and not scream the injustice of it all.

Mom took a few steps closer to me, opened her mouth then closed it again.

What I wouldn’t have given to walk out on her and just go to the party.

 The ultimate in defiance. 

Mom threw her shoulders back clearly waiting for me to say I was sorry. As far as I was concerned that was never going to happen. It was easy to see that my silence was pissing her off more than if I had yelled at her. That suited me just fine. When, after several minutes had passed and I hadn’t apologized, her face shifted. Now she mirrored the anger and venom that I was barely holding back. It felt good to see her squirm and know that she was as uncomfortable as I was. In my opinion she wasn’t being even remotely fair; she needed to realize that. 

The bottom line was that I was the one that was going to miss what I knew was destined to be the best party of the decade. A party that people would talk about for years to come. Dallas’s parents owned a seasonal motel and since it was off season and his parents were out of town, he quite literally had the whole place to himself. Of course when Mom had gotten wind of what was going down I was banished from the kingdom of fun, sequestered to my room until further notice.

“What do you want me to say?” I said, my voice dripping with rage.

Mom shook her head and sighed.

“I’m only doing this because I care Lexie. I realize that you think that since you’re almost nineteen that you have it all figured out, but you don’t. Not in this case anyway. Too many things could go wrong with all those unsupervised teenagers, add in drugs and alcohol and you have a recipe for disaster. I’ve seen too many things happen to young girls not to worry…” 

Her face softened and I knew she was trying to be reasonable, but it meant nothing to me. As far as I was concerned it was all crap. The real reason why she didn’t want me to go was because she didn’t trust me. That truth ticked me off more than anything else did. Though it didn’t help matters that she was in the midst of one of the worst cases of her career, that just happened to involve a girl, a party, and a horrific incident involving date rape drugs and at least a dozen guys. I shuddered just imagining what that girl had gone through, but just because it had happened to her didn’t mean that I would get caught up in that same kind of scenario.

“Whatever,” I said, sliding my eyes to the Oak hardwood floor.

I was kicking myself for having been stupid enough to mention it to her in the first place since Dad had already given me the green light. If only I had kept my mouth shut none of this conversation would have ever gone down, and right now I would have been getting ready to have fun. I didn’t bother bringing up what Dad had said since it wouldn’t have done any good. My mother had full custody of me, so truthfully Dad’s word probably wouldn’t have held any water anyway. Mom more than loved playing the part of supreme ruler where I was concerned. But all that was about to change when I turned nineteen in a couple of months. As soon as that happened all her rules would be moot.

Mom sighed again, pushing back at her chestnut brown bangs. It was the only moving part of her hair, that was wound up in a tight coil bun at the top of her head.

“I guess there’s no reasoning with you,” she said. 

I was relieved that she was wrapping up her mother-knows-best speech. The meter on my temper was resting on red; there was a good chance that I wasn’t going to keep it together much longer. 

She started to turn around but then seemed to think better of it. She narrowed her brown eyes into a cool stare.

“And Lexie, don’t even think about sneaking out because you know I’ll find out.”

I rolled my eyes and fell back against my bed with a dramatic flare. I didn’t bother answering her. I felt my face go even hotter. Then before I could stop it from happening I was sitting up again and the Lexie that could never seem to keep her big mouth shut, was in full force.

“I’m tired of you trying to control me all the time. I should have gone to live with Dad, at least he understands me and doesn’t need to dominate every move I make, ” I screamed. 

My breath came out in ragged huffs, my heart beat a furious rhythm. I fisted my hands in my teal duvet.

Though my words were meant to hurt, they were also true. My father actually realized that I had grown up a while back, and that I was quite capable of taking care of myself. Mom spun toward me and the look on her face made me want to retract everything I had said, but I was too furious right then to do it. I knew later when I had cooled down that I would feel like hell for knifing her like that, but right then it felt good that I had managed to kick her in exactly the right place. Tossing out the dad card, despite the fact that his cheating butt had been the reason for their breakup, definitely was playing it dirty. 

Mom swallowed a few times before she spoke.

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” she said. 

Her quiet response felt worse than if she had hollered a bitchy retort. It was impossible to be mad at someone who was so reasonable. My stiffened muscles relaxed a little because no matter how livid I was, I hated seeing that I had upset her that way. Still it wasn’t near enough for me to recant my words. I wanted her to know how much she was messing with my life. I was going to give her some time to ponder my words, a few of which were the cruelest I had ever said to her. But desperate times called for odious measures, or at least it felt that way right then.

When I noticed tears glistening in her gaze I almost caved. Mom just didn’t cry, in fact I had only seen her break down two times before, one was when my Nan had died, and the other was when she had found out that Dad was having an affair with a twenty-two-year old associate in his office.

“No matter what you think Lexie, you mean everything to me. I make these decisions from a place of love not spite. If that means that you don’t go to a party than so be it. And to tell you the truth I just keep getting this feeling that something bad is going to happen tonight. It makes me even more adamant that you stay home, safe and sound.”

I shook my head. Whatever moment of weakness that I had experienced had left the vicinity; pissed off indignation took its place. 

“The only bad thing that’s going to happen is that I’m going to miss the last opportunity I’ll have before college to hook up with Mitch Temple.” 

Just saying the name conjured up an image of Mitch, the guy I had been crushing on since fifth grade, and who was just beginning to notice that I existed. At six-foot-two with golden blonde hair that fell in soft waves just touching his broad shoulders, he was nothing short of a sexy god. All he had to do was cast his green flecked brown eyes my way, and I went to mush. He was all lean muscle and had a chest that looked like he had spent quite a few hours in the gym.

Mitch was an all-star athlete who had managed to secure a football scholarship to the exact same university as I was planning to attend. Throughout our senior year I had tutored him once a week. Though we had mainly talked about fluid dynamics, a subject he was barely passing, I had felt a connection with him. Even now I couldn’t stop thinking about how he always managed to smell divine, like musky cologne and clean soap. 

My stomach knotted into a thousand coils just thinking about missing the party. It was quite possibly the last chance I would have to get Mitch to really notice me. Even though we were going to the same university the pond was so huge there was a good possibility that I would never see him. If I didn’t go to the party I would lose my opportunity to hook up with him, and also the possibility of becoming a couple before we went away.

“There will be other parties Lexie,” Mom said, bringing me back to the present. She shook her head then glanced down at her watch. All signs of her tears vanished when she realized that I had taken up more time than she could spare. 

“I have to go, Mick and Dave are waiting on me. I don’t know how long I’ll be working, we have to go over some new evidence in the case.”

 She cocked an eyebrow for effect. “Don’t get any ideas about going anywhere. I’ll be calling frequently. I might just show up here to check on you, so don’t do anything that you’ll regret later.”

I flopped back on the bed, not bothering to respond. Obviously it was enough because I heard the soft click of her shoes as she moved out and away from my room. I lay there, focusing on the tiny cobweb that had managed to sprout up in the corner of my bedroom in the few days since the maid service had come to clean the house. No matter how many times they got rid of the webs there was always a new one to replace it every morning. I had to admire the spiders resilience. No matter what life threw at them or in this case vacuumed away, they always rebuilt. 

I heard the garage door open, a minute or so later it closed and I knew Mom was gone. Another image of Mitch filled my mind. In a fit of rage I leapt up and grabbed the silver-framed picture of Mom and me, sitting on my dresser. I hurled it at the wall. There was a satisfying crunch and snap when the frame bent and the glass cracked. For added effect I stepped on the frame, wiggling my body so my full weigh pulverized the already broken frame. Mollified by my destruction, I grinned and allowed my thoughts to drift back to better things, like Mitch.

I recalled that when he had paid me for tutoring the week before he had mentioned the party at Dallas’s. The comment had meant so much more since everyone knew that he and his girlfriend of six months, Cherise, had broken up a few weeks back. With him wide open I was finally going to get my chance to pave a future for us as a couple. No matter what Mom had ordered, there was absolutely no way I was going to let the opportunity to be a part of his life, slip through my fingers. 

With the edge of my fury a little frayed from my flip out, I threw myself back on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. I knew I had two options, sneak out and quite possibly hook up with Mitch, or stay home and let my life and only opportunity pass me by. It took minimal weighing of the scenarios for me to decide on what to do. What I came up with was, that sometimes the punishment for the crime was worth the risk. In my opinion Mitch was worth the risk. 

I knew Mom well enough to understand that once she started working there was no stopping her. If she was deep enough into something she forgot to eat, drink, sleep and sometimes I think she even forgot to use the bathroom. The chances that she would actually follow through on her promise to keep a hawk eye on me were practically nil. And as far as I was concerned even if she did manage to remember, Mitch was more than worth the gamble. 

Suddenly a window of opportunity had opened wide, all I needed to do was step through. Now reconciled to the fact that I was going to the party, with or without Mom’s approval, I smiled with satisfaction. Seconds later a jolt of anxiety hit my stomach because I had forgotten one important piece to the puzzle, transportation. My decision to break the rules would be pointless if I didn’t get in touch with Trinity soon. 

I glanced down at my watch. It was a little after seven which meant that I would have to act quickly. As I punched in my best friend Trinity’s number, guilt nibbled at my insides. I had never directly defied Mom like I was about to, and though I felt like it was my only choice I was still unsettled. Knowing that if I allowed it, my conscience would take over and snowball into me bailing, I shut out the regret. Bad feeling or not, Mom was being irrational and I wasn’t about to let her sudden bout of weirdness screw my night up.

I punched in Trinity’s landline number. She and her family didn’t believe in cell phones and all the potential radiation that they emitted, so if I didn’t get a hold of her at home I was out of luck. The motel was off the bus route, so traveling by car was the only way that anybody could get there. Trinity was the only person I knew who had her own car.

The phone rang once, twice, then three times. Every second I didn’t hear her voice made me wonder if I was too late and she had already left. “Hey Lexie,” she said after the fourth ring. By her relaxed tone she clearly had no idea about the inner turmoil I was dealing with. 

“Hey Trinity,” I said half-groaning, half-sighing.

“What’s wrong with you?”  she said, picking up my distress with ease.

“Apparently, according to Mom I can’t go to Dallas’s party.” 

I hissed out a quick breath.

“You actually asked her if you could go?” Trinity said with a note of incredulity. 

“Yeah I know it was dumb, but I couldn’t care less what she said, I’m going anyway,” I said. The statement left me feeling high with excitement.

“Won’t you get into a ton of trouble if you sneak away?”

I shook my head as if she could see me. 

“Not if she doesn’t catch me,” I said. 

My eyes grazed the closed door of my closet. I had already moved on and was working on my outfit for the night.

 “She’s gone to the office and I have no idea when she’ll be back. Chances are the way she is with her cases, she’ll be buried in paperwork and whatever District Attorneys do.”

“Fine, I’ll pick you up in an hour,” Trinity said, immediately accepting my  deception as if I went against Mom’s orders every day. It was better that way because if she had asked too many questions I might have lost my courage and ended up staying home, too scared to incur the wrath of Mom. 

“Be ready Lexie. I want to get there before the kegs are drained.”

“No prob, I’ll be ready. See you then,” I said.

 I pressed the end button, tossed my phone on the bed and went directly to my closet. I flung the door wide and glanced in. I knew that if I was going to make any kind of impression on Mitch I had to do it just right. There was a fine line between sexy and slutty. I would have to make sure that I didn’t go too far into the latter. There was no doubt that sleazy got guys, but it never kept them for long, not to mention the reputation that followed you. Not that it mattered much now since I was soon going to be far away from the small world of high school.

I snickered, imagining what it would feel like to be considered the easy girl, since I was so far removed from that persona. I had been the exact opposite, the smart nerdy girl, the kind that the guys came to for help with their homework not for a date. It was part of the reason I was still a virgin and had never really had a regular boyfriend. 

I blamed it on the curse of always being in the friend zone, good old Lexie, amazing in Trig, but not someone you would take to the prom. While everyone else had donned gorgeous gowns and had traveled via limousines to prom, Trinity and I had watched sappy movies and had worked our way through mounds of triple fudge ice cream with a side of salty potato chips. It had been that night that I had vowed that college was going to be different; I was going to be different. Whatever it took I was going to get on the radar and break my old trend. If that meant that I had to wear a skirt that Mom would consider a handkerchief posing as a piece of clothing, then so be it. 

After a quick shower I blew dried my hair then pulled all the natural curls straight with the flat iron. Unlike Mom, whose hair was ruler straight and more times than not, perfect, I had been given Dad’s mousy brown hair that bordered on frizzy when the humidity was high. I had always hated the curls and more times than not, had fantasied about what it would be like to have straight hair, like all the pretty girls in school seemed to be gifted with. I could more than relate to Hermione from the Harry Potter books and her constant battle with her hair. When I had been younger I had wished that there actually was a potion to make your hair perfect.

With my hair as straight as I could get it, I moved to my makeup. I decided to go a little heavier than normal, especially around my greenish-blue eyes. My eyes did this cool thing, appearing to change color according to what I wore. If I wore greens they looked more turquoise and browns brought out the flecks of amber, and blues made them closer to, you guessed it, blue. I fluttered my lashes and hooded my lids, practicing a sexy stare. I was surprised that I kind of managed to pull it off. 

With my makeup applied the last task was to get dressed. A thrill of enthusiasm, mixed with a touch of apprehension, sent tingles through me. The outfit that I was about to don was completely out of character for me. I lived in distressed jeans and colorful tees since, in my humble opinion, clothes were all about comfort. I tugged my new outfit from the closet and stared at it, quietly hoping that it might transform me from an ugly duckling into a beautiful swan. I shook my head disgusted with myself that I had even thought the cheesy line in my head. 

The black leather skirt was the smallest piece of material that I had ever chanced to wear, but oddly one of the most expensive. It had actually physically hurt when I had passed over the wad of cash that I had saved from a full year working at the Crispy Pickle. The Pickle as I liked to call it was a fast food restaurant that specialized in what else, deep fried pickles. It was a job that I was thankful to be finished with. Smelling like old oil and vinegar got under your skin after a while.

When I slipped the skirt up over my hips, I was pleased at how it hugged my curves in a sexy way. I had to admit that I’d made the right choice getting it, even if it had drained my bank account. Next was a coral sleeveless blouse that was sheer enough that my flesh colored lacy bra was perfectly visible for viewing. I was pleased to see that my breasts filled the cups of my bra with a bit of cleavage to boot. I had been a late bloomer and had been one of the last of my friends to trade up from a training bra. For a while I had thought that I was destined to have the underdeveloped chest of a ten-year-old tween forever. 

I drew in a quick breath when I realized just how much skin the low-dipping ruffled neckline exposed. Uncertainty pumped me full of adrenalin, accompanied by a healthy dose of fear. Suddenly, I didn’t know if I could go through with the whole night after all.

It  wasn’t the first time I had disobeyed Mom, yet it was definitely the most monumental act of defiance I had chanced to date. Couple that with the fact that I was about to go out dressed in what quite a few people, Mom included, would consider ho attire, and I was feeling less than confident. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to put everything I had at my disposal out for public viewing, just to get Mitch to notice me. I drew in a giant gulp of air, suddenly hyper-aware of how nuts it all seemed.

“You can do this Lexie,” I said. 

I smiled stiffly at my reflection in the mirror, wishing that I had an ounce of the self-assured attitude that Trinity wore with ease. 

I had met Trinity on the first day of kindergarten in what seemed a lifetime ago. She had been the only one wearing a colorful gem chakra balancing bracelet, a leather headband with a construction paper butterfly pasted to it and a one-piece flowing floral printed muumuu dress. There was no denying that she had been by far the oddest looking preschooler on the playground, and I had gravitated to her like a bee to sugar syrup. From that day on we had been inseparable. It didn’t matter that we were different in so many ways because we shared more common ground than either of us expected. Trinity was the sister I had always wanted, and no matter where our lives ended up, I knew that we would be friends forever.

With just fifteen minutes left before take off, I applied another sheen of lip gloss then took one last hard look at myself. What I saw left me nervous but also pumped. Gone was plain Lexie, left in her wake was someone who might just manage to fool the world into believing that I had finally become a woman. I wasn’t sure if I quite believed it myself, but for one night I would be that person, the one who had it all worked out. Or at least I would fake it. For one night I was going to believe the lie that said I was just as good as all the other popular girls in school.

I tried unsuccessfully to convince myself that it was possible to have brains, and an amazing boyfriend like Mitch too. A wave of nausea washed over me. It was one thing to imagine being with Mitch, it was quite another to dress in clothes that weren’t me and act like I really belonged in Mitch’s world. I instinctively twisted my face into a grimace. As soon as I did, all my fake bravado was lost and I was just me again. Good old Lexie, nothing more. I slumped and was just about to dial Trinity to tell her I was bailing when I heard the honk of the car horn outside. I flushed, knowing that I was already too late. Trinity was here and there was no way I could get out of it now. 

Like it or not I was on my way to Dallas’s party. 

As I walked out the front door of my house, I was oblivious to the fact that everything I had ever known in my life was about to change forever.
































2. LEXIE










Trinity’s 2003 beat up electric blue VW bug was sputtering and coughing, like an old man who had choked on a glass of water. Right then I wanted it to finally do what it always threatened to, kick out for good, that way I wouldn’t have had to go to the party. My new persona now seemed ridiculous. It wasn’t possible to change years of school and my reputation in one night. Changing my clothes and slathering on extra makeup wouldn’t fool anyone into believing I was anyone other than who I had always been. 

As I wobbled on my too-high heeled shoes toward the car I shook my head. The remaining dregs of elation had been siphoned away, and I felt like a complete poser. With no choice but to stay on track, I threw open the passenger side door of the bug. As it always did, it screeched like a banshee. I half expected the rust-pocked metal handle to come away in my hand. 

I  slid into the passenger side of the car, going out of my way to avoid looking at Trinity. I didn’t have the stomach to see her expression of horror at my odd get-up. I focused on the Hawaiian hula dancer with its bobbling hips, at the center of the grey dashboard. Soon after Trinity had passed her license her father had gotten her the bug, trading it with a guy for a supply of medical marijuana. The retro-ornament had been there then. In my opinion the dancer carried a kind of cheesy charm that made it a keeper.

“What’s wrong with you?” Trinity said, shoving me a little. 

I turned to face her. She stuck out her tongue and crossed her eyes. I immediately broke into riotous laughter. I could never maintain a pissy mood when Trinity was around. In fact she had that kind of good mood effect with just about everyone she met. 

Our eyes locked and a small grin spread across her face.

“You seriously look like a painted ho,” she said. 

My eyes widened with shock. Sure I had gone way out of my comfort zone, but I hadn’t thought that I had veered that far off the path.

Before I could respond she added. “I like it.”

“I…what?” I said. 

My gloss-caked lips opened and closed as I searched for something to say.

“Just kidding,” she said, giving me yet another light elbow in the ribs. “You look stunning.” 

She leaned over and pinched my cheeks hard enough that I wondered if it would leave a mark. 

“My baby is all growed up,” she purred, winking at me.

“And here I was nervous that I’d gone a little overboard, thanks for completely stripping away what little courage I had to go to this party Trin…” 

I shook my head. 

She giggled and it sounded like the tinkle of wind chimes. Much like most things about her, I had always loved her laugh; it never failed to put a smile on my face.

“You worry too much,” she said, putting the car into gear. She accelerated and a spray of gravel tapped the windows.

“Maybe you worry too little,” I countered. 

She shook her head. “You only live once Lexie my dear and I don’t plan on wasting one moment caring what anybody thinks about me. You shouldn’t either.” 

“That’s easy for you to say since everybody thinks you’re amazing,” I said. 

I heard the bitterness in my tone and was sorry for it. Trinity was who she was, she couldn’t help it if everybody loved her. Just like I couldn’t help it if nobody knew I existed.

The multitude of silver bangles and various bracelets that she wore on both arms, rattled and tinkled as we drove down the potholed road that led to my house. Her straight honey-colored hair hung loose and was a little shorter than normal, only reaching the middle of her back. Her skin was tan from days spent working in her parents garden and tonight she had decided on going makeup free. 

In contrast to my need to be accepted, Trinity didn’t care what people thought about her in the least. Where I usually tried to blend in, Trinity did just the opposite, always making her uniqueness known. Those facts alone made our friendship all the more odd. For her, it wasn’t about standing out, it was more about being true to her self. Tall and slender with an athletic figure, bordering on boyish, Trinity was the epitome of a chameleon who could be whoever and whatever she wanted to be, but only if she wanted to. 

She didn’t buy into all the latest and greatest and instead wore her individuality with a grace that few could pull off. I admired how she threw on whatever she wanted, and how what she wanted varied every day. Some days she dressed in white vinyl go-go boots, a mini skirt with peace symbols on every part of her anatomy, and looked like someone pulled from the cover of a sixties magazine. Other days she dressed in head to toe black, complete with black combat boots, lipstick and fingernail polish. I had seen her in flowing earth tone skirts with white puffy peasant shirts, Indian saris, sarongs and just about anything out of the ordinary. No matter what she put on, she owned the look, as if she had worn it every day of her life.

Tonight she was dressed in a classic Boho sheik complete with oversized dangling silver-toned turquoise beaded earrings, and a full-length sleeveless paisley dress with shades of navy, cobalt blue with crimson and gold accents. 

“So what are you going to do if your mom finds out?” Trinity asked with an impish grin. Unlike me she had no parental chains. Her mother and father were card carrying flower children who believed in letting Trinity do just about anything she wanted. The Robinson’s laissez-faire parenting style had produced Trinity, one of the most well adjusted, confident people I knew. I, on the other hand, with a full book of Mom’s laws of personal conduct, was just the opposite. 

“I’m hoping I’m back home before she gets home but…” I shrugged a shoulder, “if she catches me…well I’ll just have to deal. Besides, Mitch is so worth the grief I’ll get from Mom.” 

I smiled, visualizing the cut of his pecs and how his jeans fit the hard lines of his sumptuous butt.

“Mitch is an asshole,” Trinity said in a flat tone. “He’s so up in all his business that I think he’s secretly having an affair with his own reflection. He’s like…who’s that guy who stared at himself in the water until he actually ended up dying…” Trinity scratched her head. She chewed on her full lips as if deep in thought. Only I knew she wasn’t because she was quite aware that as I always did, I would fill in the blanks for her.

“Narcissus,” I said. I shook my head. “You can’t blame him for wanting to take care of himself,” I muttered. I stared out the window at the thick evergreen forest that lined the highway. 

“Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Trinity said. 

She placed a warm hand on my upper arm and gave it a squeeze. 

“I just know his kind, and that his type aren’t very nice to girls. I just don’t want you to get hurt is all.” 

I brought my gaze back to her. Her lips curved into an apologetic smile. I grinned back, knowing that no matter what I decided to do with Mitch she would back me, despite her own reservations. Trinity loved me unconditionally; I loved her all the more for it.

“Wow, this is way bigger than even I expected,” she said. 

I hadn’t noticed that we had already arrived at the dedicated road that led to Dallas’s family’s motel, a collection of forty or so cottage style stone cabins with terra cotta roofs. As we drew closer I noticed that the cabins were separated into four neat lines of ten, backed by a boreal forest. Multi-colored patio lanterns were strung between the cabins, illuminating the bunches of people well into the party spirit. Positioned at the front was a two-story sandy colored brick house that looked to be a common area. The place was already teeming with at least a couple hundred people, probably more.

“I hope I can find Mitch in all of this. I mean there are so many places to be…” My voiced drifted off as my heart sank at the concept that after all I had risked to be there, there was a real possibility that I might not get to see him.

“You’ll find him. I’m sure he’s got enough cologne and hair product for his scent to lead the way,” Trinity said with a chuckle. 

She gave me a sidelong glance. When she saw I wasn’t amused, she winged up and eyebrow and gave me a sheepish look.

“Sorry. I promise that’s the last Mitch comment for the evening.”

I nodded without saying anything, though I kind of wanted to laugh at her joke.

We continued down the newly paved road that had been just a dirt track the summer before. When Dallas’s parents had bought the motel a few years back, they had spent a lot of time and effort reviving its broken down facade. As far as I could see they had done a superior job since everything looked crisp and new. 

 I was quite sure that all the efforts Dallas’s parents had put into the motel, would definitely take a beating before the night was over. The wrath that I might face for breaking the rules seemed like small potatoes compared to what Dallas would have to deal with, if things went as I predicted they would.

The sun was just beginning to set as we moved down the smooth road, streaks of navy and pink stretched across the sky. I couldn’t help but think about the old mariners belief that my Grampa on my father’s side, had told me about when I was five or so. Grampa had been dead for more years than I could count, but his words still rang true. Red sky at night, sailors delight, red sky in the morning sailors take warning. According to those words, that were true more times than not, we would be graced with good weather for the evening, the final ingredient in a perfect party.

 Trinity parked with the other vehicles in the huge parking lot that abutted the property. I counted at least fifty cars, I was sure there would be more to come since it was still pretty early in the evening. You couldn’t get a better place for underage drinking, illicit drug use and back seat sex then the motel, since it was so far off the main highway that it was virtually secluded.

The need to find Mitch before an onslaught of more people converged felt more urgent than ever. 	

Trinity turned the key to the off position. 

“If we get separated text Aiden and we’ll meet up,” she said. 

She put her hand up for a fist pump and after our knuckles had connected she extricated her lithe frame from the car. The soft, early summer breeze ruffled her hair and made her dress flutter like the wings of a dragonfly. As was the norm, Trinity was right at home in the midst of strangers and friends alike; I wished I was as relaxed as she was. I shoved out of the car, as I did one more wave of unease swept through me. 

When I was outside, I leaned against the exterior of the car, still warm from the hot sun. Every part of me wanted to get back inside and go home because I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I had made a huge mistake. Reality converged on me like an arctic wind. I wasn’t kidding anyone, not even myself, into believing that I actually had any kind if chance hooking up with Mitch. New clothes and extra eyeliner couldn’t make me someone I wasn’t, not to mention that I wasn’t even remotely Mitch’s type. He was a jock, I was a shrinking wall flower, one who was much more comfortable in the public library buried in books than cheering at a football game. I wasn’t this. Even Trinity knew it, why else would she have tried to dissuade me from going for Mitch.

“This was a huge mistake,” I said, suddenly feeling light-headed. Everything seemed to be spinning out of control. I wanted to get off the twirling vortex that the moment had become.

“Hey you.” 

Trinity was beside me, her slender arm curled around my shoulders. She was more than a head taller than me and weighed probably twenty pounds less, another depressing fact. Though I knew she was trying to comfort me I felt fat and squat next to her; a small grey stone next to her bright jewel.

“I’m not sure I should be here,” I whispered.

Tears gathered at the back of my eyes. Not only did I regret that I had come to the party, but I also felt guilty for how awful I had treated Mom. She had always been there for me, the one constant in all the ups and downs that had been our life. I had taken her for granted too many times. The truth was she loved me more than I deserved, and no matter what I had said to her I knew that she would forgive me in a heartbeat. That I had been more than a little selfish, weighed even heavier then before.

“Of course you belong here. You’ve just got the jitters about Mitch. And I sure as hell didn’t help with all my lame-ass comments,” Trinity said.

 She kissed the top of my head then patted my hair as though I was a puppy. Even so, the act served to unwind my strung out nerves. Like it or not, I had to accept that even though I didn’t exactly want it, I was at the party. That meant that I couldn’t be all mopey and ruin Trinity’s night. Suck it up and have fun was the motto of the next few hours.

“Sorry, I know I’m being a shit,” I said, wiping a few stray tears away from my eyes. I glanced down at my fingers and noticed black smudges. Even before the party had started I was doing a solid impression of a raccoon. 

“It’s just, you know I feel bad. Mom and I got into it real good, and I was a total bitch to her.”

Trinity dabbed at my eyes with a crumpled white tissue. 

“Your mother understands that you’re all raging hormones. I mean she menstruates as much as the rest of us, she knows how it is…”

“Ooo gross. I mean seriously Trinity who even uses the word menstruate anyway. It sounds like an disgusting health class lecture.” 

I laughed, this time my residual anxiety fell away. Trinity could always lighten my mood, no matter how much of a downer I was being. 

“And I can’t really use that excuse since I finished my period last week,” I said.

“Periods and menstruating, fitting conversation for a party,” a voice said from behind us. I spun to see Aiden standing there.

“Aiden,” Trinity said, throwing herself into his well-muscled arms.

 She kissed him full on the mouth until I was sure that they were going to die from suffocation. When they finally broke apart they gazed at each other for a few more beats. Aiden’s dark shoulder length hair was a little more tousled than normal after the kiss, and his cheeks were flushed rosy. His icy blue eyes studied Trinity in a way that didn’t belie that he was hopelessly in love with her. Though Aiden was model gorgeous, I had never looked at him in that way, even before Trinity and him had started dating.

With tremendous difficulty I saw Aiden pull his gaze to me. 

“Holy shit Lexie, that’s a look,” he said.

I felt my face go hot and my mouth went dry. Once again I wondered what had possessed me to try to be someone who I wasn’t. My shoulders drooped and I was down in the pits of despair again.

Trinity punched Aiden’s huge shoulder, hard enough that he had to shift his balance to keep from toppling over.

“Nice one,” she said between clenched teeth.

Aiden threw his huge hands up in front of him. 

“I mean you look smoking hot Lexie. It’s just that I’m not used to you looking like that is all.”

A satisfied grin bowed Trinity’s mouth. Where most people would be pissed if their boyfriend called another girl smoking hot, Trinity was pleased. She gave Aiden a soft kiss on his cheek then ran the tip of her tongue over the rim of his ear. He visibly shivered then tugged her in for another breath-stealing kiss.

 I didn’t want to feel jealous about their relationship but I did. I wanted a guy to look at me like Aiden did Trinity, as if she was the only girl in his universe. Trinity broke the kiss then pinched Aiden’s butt before she caught his hand in hers. They moved forward, and as she passed me she snared my hand with hers. The three of us moved into the melee of a party that promised to be more than a little memorable.


























3. RANSOM










We blew into the small town three hours later than we’d planned. It didn’t really matter since Gabriel’s show wasn’t until 5:00 p.m. the next day. I knew that it would still be enough of a delay to tick Pa off. 

I had no idea what the place was called only that it was somewhere between Atlanta and Tennessee. A  couple of flash thunder storms had been the reason for our slowed progress. As was common in the South during the peak of summer, one minute the sky was robins egg blue and the next black as the Ace of Spades. The storms we had passed had been spectacles to behold, especially when we were smack in the middle of them.

Despite the fact that Ma had been terrified of thunder and lightning, even insisting that we cower under the kitchen table when a storm pushed through, I loved crazy weather. I couldn’t help but be revved by the power of nature that was both awe-inspiring and deadly all in one. Ever since I had been a kid I had been drawn to things that were dangerous, like a moth to a flame I just couldn’t keep away. I was sure the only reason I hadn’t been killed already with all the stunts I liked to pull was because I had a stop function named Gabriel. The need to protect Gabriel, my younger brother, kicked in without fail every time, right before things were about to go very wrong.  

The lead car of the caravan that we were traveling in, pulled to the side of the paved road. We were in the backwoods, where fields of golden wheat stretched across the landscape. I couldn’t help but feel half good when I spotted civilization in the form of a farm, its red silo rising high above the rest of the place. I shook my head in disgust. I hated these kind of bush country venues where all that surrounded you was wilderness. What I wouldn’t have given to spend the night in a town where the bars were plentiful, the beer was cold, and the women were prime picking, rather than roughing it.

Sanford, the road manager jumped out of the polished black half-ton pick up truck and strode toward me. Tall and gangly with a smile that took up half of his face, Sanford had always been my favorite crew member. He was someone who could expertly organize everything for Gabriel’s venue without even breaking a sweat. Though now, with the sun beating down on his shaved head, I saw an uncharacteristic sheen of moisture on his brow. He stopped next to the open window of the truck that I was driving.

“Your Pa wants you to keep an eye on Gabriel while we organize the build,” he said with a kindly smile. I shook my head then released a mirthless chuckle at the absurdity of the comment. Everyone knew that for all intensive purposes I was Gabriel’s bodyguard, caregiver, cook and whatever other job was needed. Pa had clued in long ago that there was nothing I wouldn’t do to protect Gabriel, including taking a bullet in the chest if it came to that. In Pa’s estimation you couldn’t buy that kind of dedication. So it was plain stupid to force Sanford to relay the bullshit that had Pa written all over it. But that was Pa, ever the controlling boss, who for the most part scared the shit out of everyone who worked for him. 

I tipped my head forward and sighed. Without the breeze of the moving truck it was hotter than a tin roof in the deep south. I felt more sweat trail down my temples and the back of my neck. Despite the fact that the truck had the luxury of air-conditioning, Pa insisted that no one use it so we could save on gas. It made for some hellish trips, but I had learned the hard way that crossing Pa on that little detail wasn’t worth the grief, or in my case the whooping I would get. 

“Sure thing,” I said. 

I brought my gaze to Sanford. His denim colored eyes twinkled with amusement. It was clear from his expression that he expected one of my customary smart ass cracks. None came. After ten hours of driving, all my sarcasm had left the building. Sanford shrugged and quirked an eyebrow before he hitched up his faded jeans. Even with his leather belt cinched in at the waist on the last hole, his frame seemed too thin for conventional clothes. It never ceased to surprise me that he and I were both 6’1,  yet I was a full sixty pounds heavier than him.

“Well I best get to it,” Sanford said. 

“What’s the hold up here?”

Though I had heard his voice long before I had even been born, it never ceased to make my spine go stiff, my jaw clench and my stomach twist into tight knots. I wasn’t sure if that was a standard reaction for a father and son, but not every father was Billy Sanders.

Pa was a couple of inches shorter than me, but still had at least thirty pounds on me. He was all rangy muscle, his arms and neck thickly corded beneath his thin white cotton shirt that he always paired with black wool dress pants, and polished black shoes that you could see your face in. His thick, once copper-colored hair, had gone completely white long ago when he had been in his late twenties. Pa always kept his hair short, slicked away from his face. But the most distinctive, and in my opinion chilling feature about him, were his eyes that were a milky blue, alien and inhuman. In all the years we had been on the road and with the multitude of people I had met, I had never found anyone sporting eyes like his. 

From as far back as I could remember I had always avoided looking at him straight on. I knew I was probably being paranoid, still, every time I did stare into the chasm of his gaze, it felt like I was observing pure evil. 

I was more than thankful that I didn’t take after Pa at all. From my chocolate brown eyes, to my short spiky dark hair, I was all Ma. 

Sanford turned to face my father. He knew better than to show anything less than the greatest respect for his boss. Sanford was one of the longest running employees because he knew how to play by the rules, and if that meant he had to kiss a little ass, he did. His subservience pissed me off a little because he didn’t have to put up with my father’s bullshit. Sanford could walk and never look back again. I envied him because I always imagined what my life would look like away from there. In my fantasy I would have lived in a house, not in hotel rooms, or trailers on the road. I would have had a job, a regular nine to five life, maybe even doing something I had always dreamed about, like being an Architect. 

From the time I had been a small kid I had always loved building things from designs that I figured out in my head. In the beginning I had constructed structures from sticks that I gathered from beneath the trees in our back yard. Ma was the only person in the world who had known about my unspoken passion. Unknown to me, she had silently saved whatever money she could, until she had enough to buy me a yellow bucket set of colorful Lego blocks for Christmas. Back then money had been tighter than the skin on a frogs ass, so Ma and I kept the gift a secret. 

I had hidden the Legos from Pa for my whole life. Even now he had no idea that I still had them squirreled away from his watchful eyes. I no longer built anything with the blocks, and instead did real builds of the temporary stage that we raised and tore down in forty-eight hours or less at every venue. But in the quiet of the night when I was alone, more times than not I would take the old blocks out and hold the brilliant plastic in my calloused hands, noticing how tiny they appeared now. 

With the blocks in my hand I would take the time to remember Ma. Glossy black hair, plump cheeks, and a full figure. Though I knew her life with Pa had been hell most of the time, sometimes, when he was away from us, I had caught a glint of a carefree smile. Cloudless brown eyes. But it was always a mere flash and just enough for me to crave more. As soon as Pa was back she would return to being the stone robot who tread lightly as if on eggshells, hoping that she didn’t upset the balance and trigger Pa’s rage.

“I’m speaking to you boy.” 

The fury in Pa’s voice snapped me back to the present. Unfortunately my trip down memory lane had managed to reopen scars that I constantly worked to forget, to pretend didn’t exist.

“Yes Pa, sorry…”

“Always dreaming, too much like your Ma,” he said.

The acid in his tone was sickly clear, Ma had meant nothing to him and neither did I. Suddenly, it felt like I was in a vacuum, where only Pa and our raw hatred for each other existed. Rage made my face go hot; I was so close to losing it, and already had a poisonous retort balanced at the tip of my tongue. He glared back at me with disdain, challenging me to do something stupid, something I was all too good at. Pa knew where all my buttons were, and that my anger always rested on the periphery of me, ready to consume me, make me do things that I knew would only get me hurt.

“I…” I started to say, but stopped immediately when I saw Gabriel hobble up behind Pa and Sanford. Seeing him struggle to walk, silvery metal braces over his black wool pants that were a carbon copy of Pa’s, made me go quiet. His cotton shirt, another replica of Pa’s, rippled in a breeze that seemed to have come out of nowhere. He leaned hard on the crutches that circled his forearms. His oversized straw hat, the only part of his outfit that wasn’t like Pa’s, kept most of his face in shadows, and covered the pained expression that he hid expertly, yet sometimes I would still catch when his guard was down. I knew exactly how much he suffered, doing things that people without juvenile arthritis took for granted, like walking, doing the buttons on his shirt, or something as simple as holding a glass to his lips for a drink of water.

My fury drained away immediately. I threw open the truck door, then jumped out, slamming the door behind me. In three long strides I was past Pa and Sanford and in front of Gabriel.

“Gab you know I can carry you, this road is total crap and you’ve been sitting for so long,” I said, ready to scoop him into my arms. 

He shook his head, tipping his face up to mine. He had Pa’s light blue eyes but unlike my father’s, Gabriel’s eyes were just the opposite. His eyes made you want to gaze into them, like what it would feel like if you could look into the eyes of an angel. The curls of his white-blond hair were sweat-soaked and plastered to his skin, framing his cherub like face, impossibly white with a splash of rosy color on just his cheeks. 

He grinned, lifting his near invisible eyebrows when he did. And in his aura I was helpless to do anything but smile back. I studied my little brother, noticing that despite the fact that he was going to be sixteen in a few months, he was still less than a hundred pounds. Gabriel could have easily passed for someone nearer to ten or eleven. The only sign that he had even come close to puberty was his voice, surprisingly deep, and for some reason had never had any of the squeaks and pitch issues that most guys his age had.

“I’m fine,” he said. 

I knew it was his standard response and that it meant very little. Gab always minimized the pain and suffering he lived with on a daily basis. No matter how many times he told me he was okay, I knew different. His perpetual denial of something so obvious made me long to magically heal him, take away the arthritis that twisted his bones and ate at the cartilage of his joints. I didn’t understand why someone who could supposedly talk to dead people, and had performed a few documented healings, couldn’t heal himself.

“That’s debatable,” I said.

Gab shrugged, a clear sign that he was done with the subject. If there was one thing we both shared it was our stubbornness. And we both got in trouble because of it, I got in fights because of my inability to back away from a confrontation. Gabriel pushed his body beyond its capabilities until he collapsed with fatigue. 

Gabriel continued on, moving toward the trailer that was a few cars down. Watching him struggle with every step, as if walking was the most taxing feat he could do, hurt me more than words could describe. Seeing that someone I loved was in utter agony, made me feel beyond helpless, but I had to pull my shit together. No matter what I wanted, Gabriel wanted to be independent in the ways that he could. It made sense since ninety-percent of his life was controlled by Pa, and the seemingly endless shows.

I followed Gabriel down the road, not bothering to glance back at Pa. Even so, I could feel his eyes bore into my back. I was sure he wished it was me that was crippled with arthritis not Gabriel, it was one of the only things we agreed on.
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With Gabriel asleep in his trailer, Pa, who hated seeing me idle for even a moment, had ordered me to help with the build of the venue. I never let him know that the builds were the best part of being on the road. I wasn’t afraid of manual labor, in fact there was nothing more satisfying then starting with a blank canvas piece of land and finishing with a completed stage. In my opinion there was nothing more real than hard work, because it made me forget everything but every board, screw and nail I used to get the job done. 

The build of the stage had been excruciating. The field had been wide open with not a speck of shade. Even stripped to the waist I had been drenched in sweat. A layer of dust from a close-by barren field, kicked up by a sporadic breeze, had coated my bare skin. The heat had been unbearable and had made me dizzy enough that a couple of times I had wondered if I’d had heat stroke. Lucky for me a short break and an icy cold Pepsi had been enough to revive me. Now with the stage set and Gabriel handled, I was free for the night. 

Not that I had ever felt burdened by caring for Gabriel. What I did for my little brother was more of a need to help, a desire to smooth out all the kinks of his life. If my wishes could have been granted I would have taken it all away, the pain, the twisted limbs, but since I didn’t have a magic lamp, I did what I could.

“Hey Ransom,” Dave said, moving toward me. 

The overpowering stench of his cologne hit me when he was just a few feet away. I quirked a smile, reasoning that it was better than the alternative, sour sweat and body odor. Dave had worked as hard as I had all day, and since the trailers tanks could only hold so much water, getting water for washing up was at a premium. Meaning that most of the guys who did the most physically taxing work weren’t afforded a shower, and were considered lucky if they got a basin of water to wash up at days end. Even clean clothes were somewhat of a luxury because when we were on the road for the full summer, we only got a chance to do our laundry when we passed through a town with an automated Laundromat. I hoped this town was equipped with a place to get the washing done since I was down to my last two pairs of clean boxers.

“Dude, ready to rip this town apart?” I asked. 

Dave’s laugh that could have been described as a guffaw, made his prominent Adam’s apple dance up an down. With his poppy eyes, shaggy blonde hair that was reminiscent of a seventies hippy style, and his pencil thin mustache, he was an odd specimen to behold. But what he didn’t have in the looks department he made up with unabashed charm. It seemed every time we went out, Dave had more ladies hanging off his lanky frame than seemed humanly possible. 

“Yeah man, I even scored a dime bag of weed for the night,” he said with a twitch of his eye that he had intended to be a wink. My shrug was non-committal. Weed wasn’t usually my thing, I stuck to booze since my reaction was more predictable with alcohol. Drugs not so much. The one time I had done hot knives of hash, I had gone from side-splitting laughter to crying like a baby, not something I was very proud of or ever wanted to repeat. The last thing I wanted was to get a rep for being a wuss. So for the most part I had avoided all of it.

“Who’s driving us to town?” I said.

“Sanford says he can’t, so Paula said she’d give us a lift,” Dave said. 

His smile shifted into an expression of mild anxiety at the mention of Paula’s name. His reaction made my lips curve into an amused smile.

“Paula?” I said, waggling my eyebrows at him suggestively.

“Don’t do that man,” he groaned.

I made loud kissing sounds in response. He went the shade of a ripe strawberry.

“When are you two going to hook up anyway?” I said. 

I grasped his bony shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “It’s okay man, we all know how you feel about her,” I said in a low voice. 

Even though I was speaking in barely a whisper, he gave a sideways glance as if Paula was standing beside him, listening. When he realized that no one was in the vicinity, Dave spun back toward me.

“Shit Ransom, shut your freaking trap, if she hears…” 

He went an even deeper shade of red, something I didn’t think was possible given he was already blushing so deeply that the whites of his eyes were like polished white stones. Knowing that if I kept it up he would get completely unhinged I eased off. The truth was, despite all the ladies that Dave had bedded he had the worst kind of crush on Paula. 

As if on cue, Paula, a sound technician, strode forward, her arm looped through Jose’s, her hulking boyfriend of three months. Paula and Jose were almost the exact same height, clocking in at around 5’4, which was okay for a woman but not so much for a man. But what Jose didn’t have in height he made up in bulk. Muscled like someone from a Weider body building magazine that Pa used to buy, Jose was fierce. With his head shaved smooth and quite a few scars on various parts of his body, the biggest being a long slice that ran the length of his left bicep, Jose was the epitome of bad ass. 

“Hey Paula,” I said.  

Dave stepped away from me as if I had touched him with a live wire. Paula gave me a sunny smile that showed every one of her exceptionally white teeth. She had a pleasant, not pretty face, with glossy full lips and eyes that were a little too small and close set. Her skin, by far her best feature, was the color of coffee with a splash of cream and her dark hair hung to her shoulders in coiling curls. Her hot pink tank top showcased her ample breasts and plunged low enough that anyone in the vicinity would surely have received an eyeful. Her dark blue jeans could have been painted on they were so tight, and accentuated her curves that balanced between shapely and chubby. 

Although Paula dressed a tad bit sleazy, she was the farthest thing from slutty that you could get. From what I knew she had steered clear of the one night stands and fleeting romances that ran rampant when we were on the road. Hook-ups were common and accepted, but as far as I knew Jose, who had been hired five months before was her first boyfriend ever in the past two years she had worked with us.

I glanced over at Dave who was swallowing spastically with his mouth open like he had forgotten his command of the English language.

Jose eyed Dave suspiciously, and because I couldn’t stomach getting into anything before we went to town, I elbowed Dave in the ribs. The act was enough to snap him back to his senses.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” Dave choked out.

 I was immediately sorry that I had poked him into action. Jose’s eyes narrowed to slits and his tanned hands curled into tight fists.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, his Spanish accent thick. His lip curled into a sneer. I drew in a long breath, more than ready to get to town and have a frosty beer that seemed to be calling out my name.

“What Dave meant to say was that he’s glad we have a little muscle to back us up in town. You never know what the country hicks might do to strangers in this neck of the woods,” I said. 

My smile was easy and as fake as a three dollar bill. I’d had more than enough practice hiding my true feelings. Jose’s lips pulled back over his teeth into what I assumed was supposed to be a smile, but just served to make him appear even more menacing. I was sure the silver capped incisors had a lot to do with that.

“Come on guys, I want to dance,” Paula said, her voice husky and more than a little sexy. Not that I looked at her in that way. For starters Dave was my best friend, not to mention that she wasn’t my type. I liked them blonde, tanned and as clueless as I could get. It wasn’t like I thought that blondes were dumb, because they weren’t. I had met more than my fare share of smart blonde girls; I had never looked at them twice. In my opinion the flakier a girl was, the better. Chicks that blew pink bubble gum bubbles while drinking colorful cocktails with tiny umbrellas, and who talked about their nails, hair and where they’d  had their spray tan done, was all kinds of perfect. It always helped if they dressed in itty-bitty skirts and even tinier tops.

“Yeah, let’s go.” 

I gave Dave a shove forward, he stumbled then got his footing and like a cow that had been prodded to move, followed Jose and Paula. I poked Dave in the ribs again when I noticed his eyes were glued to Paula’s ass. All I needed was for Jose to look back at just the right moment and he would beat the living shit out of Dave. Or at least he would try, I wouldn’t let that happen to Dave. 

I wasn’t afraid of a fight, I had been broken in well to the world of violence a long time before. I never actively sought out a tussle, but wouldn’t back away from them either. But getting into something with Jose, one of the workers, was just plain wrong. We were supposed to be like a family, or at least the closest thing you could get to it. Traveling, eating, and sleeping in such close proximity made it essential for us to get along.

“We need to get you laid,” I murmured close to Dave’s ear. He nodded agreement. I knew who he was thinking about in that moment and her first initial was P.

The sun was just beginning to set, coloring the sky in strips of gold, salmon pink, with a touch of violet when I spotted the sign that said Town of Ternat, population 100,000. Any town that had that many people was probably big enough to be a city, but I had guessed that no one had bothered to change the status or even cared. As we drove, the miles of undisturbed farmland were quickly eaten up by brick and stone houses that became more abundant the closer we got. Ten minutes into the drive the fields were just a memory. Taller brick apartment buildings loomed in the distance, and the sheer amount of light shooting from the town was a startling comparison. 

How two completely different areas could be so close together was beyond me. Though I’d never been there I imagined that was what it was like in Las Vegas. Big city lights surrounded by desert. This place was no Las Vegas but it was definitely a lot bigger than the towns we had passed through lately, meaning Gabriel’s show would be sizable. 

Paula was in the driver’s seat, Jose next to her, then me and finally Dave. It was times like this that I was happy that Dave was skinny. Almost as soon as we had pulled out onto the road leading to town, Jose’s hand had gotten real busy on Paula, massaging her neck, back, legs, pretty much any skin he could get hold of. With such close quarters it was impossible to miss the action, and from the way Dave’s face had darkened with fury he had certainly noticed. Within minutes of leaving, you could have cut the tension coming from Dave with a switchblade, much like the one Jose carried in his boot. Thankfully Dave kept his mouth shut, and other than the sporadic glares he threw Jose’s way he kept his cool. I hoped that the weed he had stashed in his jacket wouldn’t loosen his lips later.

Besides hoping that everyone remained chilled, I was feeling a little sick from the combined scents of Paula’s flowery perfume, Dave’s obnoxious cologne and Jose’s eucalyptus balm that he had rubbed on his overworked muscles, all with an underlying stink of sweat. Even with the windows opened wide, it was hot and my black t-shirt was already stuck to my back with perspiration.

We had only been driving about twenty minutes, but it had seemed like triple that because the smells weren’t the only painful part. Dave’s elbow had been firmly planted in my rib cage the whole drive. I didn’t have enough space to actually take a full breath. I swore an oath under my breath and sighed, vowing that I wouldn’t let my suffering be in vain. Sex was definitely going to be on the menu.

Dave had done a little research before we had started to town. He had narrowed down the clubs to a few places that all just happened to be in the same general vicinity. With the assistance of a portable GPS we easily found the spots that we were looking for.

As we cruised down the road, I was surprised to see that the space was mostly only bars and restaurants. Clearly we had come to the right place to party. People filled the sidewalks, music blared from the open doors of the clubs, and the aroma of yeasty beer and street side hot dog and pretzel carts was heady in the air. I drew in a long inhale, savoring the smell of civilization. Where most people would have reveled in the smells of fresh country air, I loved the scents of people. Warm bodies, lip gloss, fried food, and even the underlying odor of the sewer felt right, because in all the chaos I could disappear. In the crowds I was just another person, normal. Here I was Ransom, there were no shows, no healing sessions, no talk of ghosts and spirits or Gabriel Sanders, the second coming. For a little while I was free.

Paula pulled into a paid parking area that had a few spots, but from the looks of it they would soon be filled. Right after we were parked we poured out of the truck. I was so sweaty that I probably could have used another shower. Where I was pumped to finally get out of the truck, Dave seemed irritated, and from the expression on his face was quietly fuming.

 Even though Jose and Paula had been dating for a little bit, something that Dave had been ripped up over, he had never had to have their relationship rubbed in his face like this before. I pitied him, but not enough that I was willing to give up my night on the town. Nothing and no one was going to take that away from me.

“Which one should we go to?” Paula asked, eyeing the dozen or so places that ran the length of the street. I noticed that lines were already forming in front of some of the doors.

“It doesn’t matter to me, we should just get in line,” I said to no one in particular. “Let’s take the lead from the locals. I figure the longest lines are probably the best places.”

 They all nodded ascent and I led the way. With Dave, Paula, and Jose in tow, I maneuvered my way to a place that looked about right, based on the hot blondes giggling in the lineup, and the lack of boyfriends at their sides. As I strutted to the back of the line I let my eyes linger on the target I had already picked for the night. She hadn’t clocked me yet, so it gave me the advantage of a few seconds to have a really good look at her.

 Her hair was platinum blonde and poker straight, framing a heart-shaped face. Her eyes were well coated with makeup and appeared to be violet. It made me wonder if she was wearing colored contacts, since normal people didn’t have eyes that color. The black sleeveless dress she had squeezed into looked a few sizes too small, accentuating her waspish waist, slightly curved hips and surgically enhanced chest. She was literally spilling out over the top of the dress, making it near impossible to keep my eyes anywhere else. 

The skirt of the dress barely covered her butt and showed off her long lithe legs, that were as bronzed as the rest of her. Her three-inch stilettos, held on by a skinny piece of black leather, half the diameter of a shoelace, added inches to her already above average height. I was amazed that she could even walk in them.

She was exactly the kind of girl you would have seen at a strippers bar, gyrating on a pole. Just the thought of her naked, doing nasty things to a piece of steel made my heart speed up. It was as if someone had conjured up the perfect girl just for me. If she had the IQ to match the look then I was set for the night.

I stopped in front of her, cocking an eyebrow as if I had just seen her. As expected she drew in a long breath, until her breasts seemed ready to explode free, something I wasn’t at all adverse to seeing happen.

“Hi,” she said in a breathy voice that managed to take me up another notch. 

“Hey,” I said in a husky voice, reserved strictly for female marks. She licked her glistening pink mouth, then bit softly on the swell of her bottom lip. 

“Ransom.” 

Dave’s voice was an irritation, like a fly buzzing around my head. The sooner I got what I needed the better. Dave had no idea that I didn’t just want sex, I needed it, and the release that came with it. 

I had been fifteen when I had discovered that sex had a medicating affect on my shitty life. It had been the summer before Gabriel had started doing tours, prior to us becoming like nomadic gypsies, traveling the countryside to venues. Her name had been Lydia. She had been seventeen and two grades ahead of me in our school. I hadn’t even really liked her much, and found her boyish figure, crooked top teeth and perpetually messy hair, less than appealing. But that hadn’t meant that I had turned my nose up at what she had offered me that summer, as much sex as I wanted in return for her calling me her boyfriend. I still had no idea why that had mattered to her so much. 

It turned out to be a sweet deal, one where she had shown me the ropes and hadn’t even complained at my completely inexperienced moves. The first time we’d had sex it had been heat, urgency and an explosion, the second time she had shown me how to please her, and the third time I had started to get the hang of it. But it hadn’t been until the night that Pa had given me a solid thrashing for talking back to him, that I had really appreciated the value of sex. 

With one eye swollen shut and just turning a horrible shade of blue, and my t-shirt bloodied from my cut lip, Lydia had tried to hold me, comfort me even. It had rapidly turned into us stripped naked, sex had followed. Only this time it was different, so much more intense, not a desire but a need to possess and release all my anger into an act that wasn’t violent. In fact Lydia had commented afterwards on what an amazing lay I had been. I knew then that sometimes I needed to punch something to purge my hatred for Pa, but more times than not it was mind-blowing sex that made everything go away for a while. 

When I was with a woman, my senses were alive, every nerve-ending in my body was electrified and I was absolutely and utterly free, there was no Pa and…

“Ransom,” Dave’s voice cut knifelike into my thoughts, and I was shuttled back to the present.

“What’s your name?” I said to the blonde, ignoring Dave.

“Charity,” she said, gazing at me with lidded eyes. 

“I’ll see you inside Charity,” I said, letting her name roll off the tip of my tongue in almost a growl. She drew in a sharp breath; I knew I had her.

“Check and mate,” I said under my breath, as I strode toward Dave. 

Paula and Jose were ahead of him, locked in a passionate kiss. Dave shook his head, the agony in his expression was palpable. I felt more than a little guilty for leaving him out to dry when he clearly needed moral support. It must have been hell for him to see Paula, the so-called love of his life, snogging another guy barely a foot away. I still wasn’t sure why he had never bothered to ask Paula out before. He didn’t seemed to have an issue with talking to girls in the bars we frequented, but for some reason it was different for him with Paula. I wondered if love made you act in ways that were so uncharacteristic.

“Let’s get shit-faced,” I said. 

I threw an arm around his shoulder and tried to guide him forward. He pulled away from me as if I was trying to make a move on him. I laughed.

“Don’t worry man I don’t think Paula will get jealous,” I said, winking seductively. Dave was less than amused and seemed to tense to the point of constriction. He remained quiet as we waited for the line to move. But when I struck up a conversation about his favorite topic, cars, he unclenched and started talking again.

Half an hour later, much to my relief, we were inside the bar. I welcomed a break from the constant stream of nonsense I’d had to direct Dave’s way to keep him distracted. I didn’t give a shit about cars, engines, horse power and whatever else came with his obsession. It wasn’t like I didn’t like nice cars because I did. I imagined that there was probably nothing better than zipping down a deserted road at super sonic speed in a sports car, but since I knew that it would never happen, thinking about the impossibility was an exercise in futility. Besides, if I was being honest my obsession was with women and how I could pleasure them, not exactly the kind of thing that I could talk about standing in line to go into a bar. 

Just the thought of the things I was going to do to Charity made my breathing pick up. Even though I had suffered a dry spell, I couldn’t think too far ahead, because if I did my body was liable to start showing just how horny I was. The car talk had dampened my sex drive marginally, but what really helped was when Charity disappeared into the bar and out of my line of sight.

Inside, the music was loud and the beer was cold, a perfect combination for the absolute quintessential night. I didn’t waste any time, honing in on Charity and her friend. From the glow of her cheeks, Charity had already had a few drinks. I made sure I caught up to her, chugging back a few pints in minutes. The buzz that I was left with was exactly what I had been working for. 

Dave was too quiet, hardly speaking to Charity’s friend, whose name was Patricia. She wasn’t as cute as Charity, but she definitely wasn’t a dog. And from the way she was eyeing Dave she was interested. But everyone had their limits, and if Dave didn’t get his sexy on soon he was going to lose her. I wasn’t about to let his wet blanket attitude screw up my chance to have fun with Charity, who had seemed to have been created to my strict specifications.

“Where are you guys from anyway?” Patricia said, directing her question toward Dave. 

He stared straight ahead sullenly. I gave his shoulder a punch, a little harder than was needed, then cocked an eyebrow at him that said he better get his shit together soon.

“All over, right Dave?” I said with one more piercing stare in his direction. Finally, he seemed to get that I wanted him to stop playing the starring roll of cardboard cutout. He perked up a touch, locking his puppy dog stare on Patricia. When he realized for the first time that Patricia was seriously easy on the eyes, his expression shifted ever so slightly. 

She was curvier than Charity with Chestnut hair that fell in soft waves to well beyond her shoulders. Her eyes were an unusual blue with specks of brown, and she had a sweet dimpled smile. The only problem was that she had virgin written all over her, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted Dave to be the one to deflower her. Girls like her deserved more than a one night stand from a guy she would most assuredly never see again. 

With Dave finally in the mix we went through the mindless banter that strangers did in bars. An hour later and after several more drinks I had learned that Charity was a stripper at a club one town over. I had tried not to laugh when she had told me that nugget of information, since I had pegged her exactly right. Patricia, to my utter astonishment was Charity’s younger sister, back from college for the summer break. They no more looked alike than… I paused. I guess it was the same for Gabriel and me. No one in the world would ever have presumed that we were related.

 Unexpectedly, Charity leaned in close, giving me an unobstructed view of all her assets. Without a word she wrapped her wet pink lips over mine. Slightly surprised by the suddenness of the move it took me a few seconds to register what was going on. When I did, I tugged her close, cupping her ass in both of my hands. I shoved her pelvis against my hard-on, letting her know without a doubt that all pistons were firing and ready when she was. 

Charity, unlike her sister had clearly been around the block a few times before. She latched on to my lips like a pro who knew every part of the human mouth, and each spot that needed to be tantalized. She shoved her breasts against me until they pushed up into mounds above her dress. I was more than encouraged that she had shown so much initiative, it meant that I would get to the soft center of the hard candy without even having to try.

“Let’s go,” I said against her mouth, pleased that I was going to get what I needed a whole lot faster than I had estimated. 

Charity giggled softly and nodded. With the green light glowing bright, I was ready to ditch the wall to wall people and get down to some one-on-one time. Charity moved ahead of me just enough that she was out of earshot. She swayed a little in the crush of people, clearly more than a tad tipsy. I hoped she sobered up a bit before we had sex because I wasn’t into girls that were passed out and unresponsive. I liked them completely aware so they could enjoy all I had to give.

“I’ll meet you guys back at the car at say…” I glanced down at my watch. It was just after 10:00 p.m. If everything went as planned I would definitely be finished by midnight. 

“Twelve-thirty,” I said to Dave, tacking a half hour on for good measure. 

He didn’t attempt to hide the eye roll he directed my way. It was the only negative response that he showed for me bailing on him so early. But I knew he wasn’t really pissed because if anyone knew me, it was Dave, and that when we had been on the road for a long time I needed to get down and dirty. I didn’t feel too bad though, because from what I could see he and Patricia, after some initial awkwardness, seemed to be getting along pretty good. I hoped it was enough for him to forget Paula, at least for the night. He gave another stiff nod then quirked a half-smile. It was all I needed to free up any reservations I’d had about leaving him.

I pushed through the people that separated Charity and me, catching her hand in mine. Her fingers were long and slender, bony even, but the contact felt good. I leaned closer, pushed aside her hair and planted a soft kiss on the nape of her neck. I breathed in her scent that was a mix of bubble gum with a hint of jasmine. She smelled as good as she looked. I nipped the smooth skin of her bare shoulder before I let her hair fall back into place. 

As soon as we hit the night air the half-dozen beers that I had guzzled hit me hard. I staggered a bit then cursed that I hadn’t paced myself better. I had learned long ago there was a fine line between getting a buzz on and getting plastered. It was no fun doing the latter because sex was never as good, like a nerve pathway had been dulled. 

The sky was clear, black velvet with stars that looked like scattered diamond-bright lights. As soon as we had cleared the people lining the sidewalk I tugged Charity into my embrace for a long kiss. This time I did the exploring, and she groaned against my mouth. When our lips broke apart, I guided her to the privacy of a alleyway that had a half wall blocking the entrance. It was as if it had been put there specifically for us. Soft light flooded the space so I could see exactly what I was getting.

Then the memories came like they always did when I had sex. Images of Ma, broken and battered. Pa’s fists pummeling me, sometimes hitting her too. Of Gabriel, who despite being the only person in the world that I loved, still tethered me to a man who I hated just as much. 

I pushed away the thoughts that were too early, too vivid. My heart thrummed against my ribs. I was almost there and soon would go to the place where nothing existed but heady and undeniable pleasure and sensations. Skin against skin, lips pressed together, being in control, even for a little while, then release. 

Charity kissed me with an intensity that said she wasn’t going to stop anytime soon. Where most girls might have said that they didn’t do this kind of thing all the time, Charity had no such qualms. She obviously liked sex and wasn’t embarrassed to let me know. 

“Do you have a place we can go?” I asked, breathless with excitement. I didn’t even know why I had asked her because I was ninety-percent sure that I wasn’t going to be able to wait that long.

“My car,” she whispered. 

Her breath hitched when I brought my hand under her dress and trailed my fingers up the curve of her thigh to her hip. I grinned when I realized that she wasn’t wearing panties.

“Naughty girl,” I said, catching her top lip between my teeth gently. Her breathing came in short bursts. I worked my hand up a little more to her waist, running my thumb over the satiny skin of her flat stomach. She moaned, which said that she was already more than a little turned on by my touch. Her over-the-top response was almost too much for me to take after so long without sex. She tried to dig her hands in my hair, but soon realized that it was too short to get a grip. Abandoning the move, she cradled the sides of my head.

 For a moment I wanted to pull away because her touch was too intimate, too sweet. I didn’t care what part of my body women went for, as long as it was because of a hunger that needed to be satisfied, not anything like tenderness. Love and all that other bullshit was completely separate from sex. It was one of my golden rules, one I would never break. 

When she brought my face to her heaving chest, I was more than relieved that I had read her moves wrong. Without hesitation I slipped the skim of fabric away from her breasts and they bounced into view. They were round and beautiful, one hundred percent fake, and absolutely perfect. Her invitation was as clear as every other move she had made so far, so I rapidly got to work. 

“Holy shit that feels so good,” she said, panting as I ran a few fingers inside and between her legs. She was Brazilian baby smooth and was already slippery with excitement. She moved against my hand for a few seconds then seemed too impatient to wait. In a smooth move she reached down and unzipped my fly, slipping her hand inside, then wrapping her fingers around me in a firm grip. I grinned and just managed to hold in the sound that would have given me away too soon. 

She fumbled with my belt, releasing the buckle. With the zip down and the belt opened, my pants slipped down my hips just enough. Charity helped me out the rest of the way, practically ripping my boxers down my thighs. Hot with desire, I took a minute to pull my shirt off, tossing it onto the littered ground beside me.

Charity’s eyes widened in apparent appreciation. She ran her fingertips across the tiny silver barbell that I wore in my nipple piercing. I had gotten it a year and a half before, when Dave had somehow convinced me that it was something I absolutely needed. I had been too drunk to care and the rest was history. At first I had hated it but when Pa had seen it, and had said that only pussies got earrings in their tits, those exact words, I had embraced it with all my being. 

A black tribal tattoo that covered half of the opposite side of my chest, was my next screw-you act, then more tattoos here and there. All were black, some were symbols, like the Chinese characters for strength I had right above my belly button. The marks of course were hidden by my shirt because even I didn’t have the balls to defy Pa by showing them off. In the eyes of the world, the Sanders had a squeaky clean image and there would be hell to pay if I ruined that fallacy. 

Charity’s mouth replaced her fingers and she sucked and licked at the barbell. I continued fingering her until she groaned with pleasure, arching her neck back so I could get to work on her breasts, kneading them as I flicked my tongue over her swollen pink nipples. She gasped, then cupped my balls, guiding me closer.

“Now,” she said. 

Her face was flushed, her hair mussed. Her mouth parted and she ran the tip of her tongue across her lips. 

“I need to get my raincoat on,” I said in a throaty whisper. 

She nodded a vigorous ascent. I grabbed the condom from my pocket and with Charity’s help it was exactly where it needed to be seconds later.

Then I was all business. Everything was quick and to the point, just like the foreplay, Charity wanted everything yesterday. I hoisted her up and onto me, pushing her back against the alleyway wall. As soon as I was inside her she released an inhuman sound that was somewhere between a purr and a growl. I gripped the cheeks of her ass as I drove, hard and deep, my pelvis ramming against her as I continued thrusting, reaching for the climax that would soon wash over me. 

Even though I wanted to finish first I held back until Charity let out an exaggerated moan then threw her head back, arching against me as I continued to pump her. Her fingernails dug into my back painfully, as the last shudder of her orgasm swept through her, leaving her breathless and panting. But as far as I could see she wasn’t finished with me yet. Knowing that she was enjoying herself as much as I was, only heightened my excitement. It had always been my motto that sex wasn’t just about me, it was a two way street, where the woman got what she needed just as much as I did. 

 With Charity satisfied, I quickened my pace allowing my pleasure to mount.

“Fuck me hard,” she said, skimming her hands across my chest. 

Her words only made me hotter and more determined to finish off, so we could start all over again. Without letting Charity go, I shifted until my back was against the wall. Charity banded her hands around my neck. I guided her feet, until they were resting on my shoulders, careful to avoid getting poked with her stilettos. 

I supported her body, sliding her up and down on my rock hard erection until her breathing picked up into a frenzy all over again. In this position, my favorite with girls who were light enough for me to lift, it took almost no time for me to peak and go crashing over the other side. My body convulsed with release, as sweet oblivion surged through me like a thousand volts of lightning. Too soon it was over, and I plowed back to reality. That was the part that always sucked, and also the reason that I never let an opportunity to have sex slip through my fingers. 

“Give me a minute or two and we can go again,” I said. I nipped her shoulder. She sighed in response.

“We can go to my car if you want,” she said. 

She pulled the bodice of her dress back into place. I put her down then snatched my shirt off the ground. I tugged it over my head and grinned. Seconds later we were dressed, zipped and straightened. The euphoria that I had felt was already beginning to slip away. My need to have another round or two with her, grew as rapidly as the memory of my orgasm had faded. I caught her hand in mine and we made our way to where Charity’s car was supposedly parked, a few blocks from the bar.

As we walked she leaned hard against me, still a bit unsteady on her feet. I wasn’t surprised, given she might as well have been walking on stilts with the crazy shoes she was wearing. I curled an arm around her waist, keeping her close to me so she didn’t lose her balance. Time and fresh air had served to clear my beer muddled brain so I was fully back in the game. 

“It’s just around the corner…” Charity started to say, but cut off abruptly when three people leapt out in front of us. I didn’t have much time to register who they were, when in a blur of shadows and color they pounced on us. I barely managed to dodge the silver blade, moonlight glinting off it as it swiped close to my jaw. All I could think was that we were in some very deep shit.

“I saw you fucking him you little bitch,” one of them said. 

He lurched forward. A red bandana covered the lower part of his face so only his eyes, black as a demons, showed.

“Rick, no,” Charity screamed. 

Clearly she knew the guy and gauging from the scene, I had been stepping in his territory. I wondered how long they had been following us and if they had watched us in the alley. 

I threw my hands up in front of me. “Hey man, I don’t want any trouble, I thought she was alone and…”

“Shut the fuck up,” Rick hissed. 

His eyes narrowed then he took a step closer until he was just a foot away from us. As far as I could see there was nothing preventing him from plunging the blade into my guts. The other two guys were on the periphery and though I knew I needed to watch them too, I kept my eyes trained on the knife. Then the proverbial crap hit the fan. Rick jabbed the knife at me, I dodged it and brought my fist down on his wrist in a chopping action. I didn’t hold any official belts, but I had watched every jujitsu DVD I could get my hands on and had learned the moves. I had discovered at a very young age that knowing how to fight was more about survival than sport.

The knife skittered across the concrete sidewalk and into the gutter. Rick recovered quickly. He lunged for me, once again I shifted enough that he barreled by. I brought the point of my elbow against his back and he went flat on his stomach. 

“Ransom,” Charity shrieked. 

I saw the movement from the corner of my eye, but it was too late for me to round on the other two guys. One of them, who was a few inches taller than me, got me in a bear hug with my arms trapped helplessly at my sides. He was inhumanly strong and had me gasping for air in seconds. Out of nowhere, Charity jumped into the melee, and crazy as it was, was hitting the brute who held me with the heel of her shoe. I might have laughed if I hadn’t been running short on oxygen. 

Charity’s unexpected attack was enough so the guy that was holding me released me enough for me to free an arm. I flattened my hand and backward punched him in the nose. I felt the impact on my knuckles and wondered if I had broken a bone in my hand. The man let go, his hands dragging along my sides as he crumpled then fell to the ground next to Rick. 

With my attention diverted I never saw the punch that the last guy standing threw my way. My breath came out in a whoosh when his fist connected with my guts. I doubled over in pain, panting as I attempted to get some much needed oxygen back into my lungs. I was more than aware that I didn’t have the luxury of time to recover, but there was nothing I could do; my body needed air to perform. Then a siren hiccuped beside me, not a full-on car chase kind of siren, more of a guess what, I’m here kind of sound. Still struggling to recover I managed a smirk. I had been saved, or at least I hoped I had. 

Even before I was upright again, I saw Charity with her shoes dangling in her grass pelting down the sidewalk, away from us, leaving me on my own. I thought about running too, but I knew I wouldn’t get far. I wasn’t even close to the top of my game. How I was going to explain the whole scene to the police without Charity to back me up was beyond me, but I knew one thing for certain, I had to somehow extricate myself from it all without Pa finding out. Because if he got wind of what I had been up to, whether I was guilty or not didn’t matter, he would make me pay in ways that I didn’t even want to think about.


























5. LEXIE










By the time I laid eyes on Mitch all sense of concern about not being good enough had peeled away like the rind of an orange. It certainly didn’t hurt that I was already on my third glass of beer. I had never been much of a drinker and usually after only one drink felt pretty mellow. Now I had bypassed tipsy and was well on my way to incoherent. 

Tucked in the corner with a girl I didn’t recognize, Mitch seemed to have already moved on from Cherise. From what I  could see, I had lost my golden opportunity already. The girl, with hair as black and sleek as a panthers, giggled at something Mitch said. The sound of her flirtatious laugh had me even more determined to talk to him.

I could tell by the way she flicked her shiny mane and laughed louder than was necessary, that she was an airhead. With her long legs and teeny-tiny butt, she was exactly the kind of girl that Mitch went for. A voice in my head told me to leave it alone, leave them alone, but I refused to listen. I had put too much on the line to be there, to go down without a fight. In my fuzzy consciousness this was a defining moment in my life, my last chance to get Mitch to see me as something other than a brainiac nerd. There was no way I was going to let a dumb bimbo who had known him for a second, ruin it for me.

 “Screw it,” I said. The effects of my drinking made my speech slur. I wobbled on my shoes as I made my way toward Mitch.

“Hey Mitch,” I said, shouldering in beside the girl. The laughter that had been spilling from her like a broken faucet, halted abruptly. She gave me a piercing glare.

“Excuse me?” she said in a whine. She peered at me then Mitch, then back at me.

“You’re right, excuse you,” I said. 

My tongue seemed too thick to properly articulate the words, but I knew from her sour puss expression that I had made my point. I locked eyes on Mitch. My vision doubled him, making it seem as if he had a holographic image beside him. I realized I was way drunker than I had known, and was already regretting my brash action.  

“Lexie?” he said as if he couldn’t quite believe it was me. I nodded, my head bobbled more than I had planned. 

“The one and only,” I said, throwing my arms out to the sides as if I was going to hug him. But instead of embracing him, the moved served to unbalance me and I stumbled forward. I clipped my chin on Mitch’s outstretched arm. He gripped my shoulders and tugged me to standing in front of him, just moments before I face planted. Our eyes locked. But when I stared into his gaze, I didn’t see anything that I had hoped for. Instead of desire there was pity, and judging by the flush of red that colored his cheeks, embarrassment too. As drunk as I was, I still could see the undeniable truth. Mitch didn’t want to sweep me up into his arms and whisk me away like a prince would a fairytale princess, he wanted to be as far away from me as he could possibly get. Seeing him look at me like that made me cower with shame and regret. 

I choked out an apology then ripped out of his grasp. Tears blurred my eyes as I moved through the masses of drunken partiers, who had no idea that my whole life had suddenly become a joke. I heard Mitch call my name, but I didn’t bother to look back. I couldn’t stand to face him after I had made such a complete fool of myself, and him too. As I blindly pushed my way forward, I cursed the beer I had drank, the clothes I had worn, but nothing as much as the belief that I could have something other than what I had always had. I wasn’t a beautiful cheerleader or prom queen, I was a book smart geek. I was suited for a pencil-neck dweeb not a gorgeous jock.

Sobs built in my throat and all I could think was that I wanted to get sucked into a black hole that would shuttle me back to my room, where I was safe and away from humiliation. Mom had been so right, she had known that something bad was going to happen, but I had been too stupid to listen. Now I was paying for my ridiculous fantasies. The only bright spot in the dismal evening was that I was done with high school. I wouldn’t have to show up on Monday with my tail between my legs. Sure Mitch was going to the same university as me, but it was big enough that if I wanted to keep my distance it would be easy enough.

“Lexie?” 

I heard the concern in Trinity’s voice, but didn’t bother to stop because I couldn’t speak about what had just happened. It was impossible for me to talk about what felt like the worst moment of my life. Right then the only person I knew whose words would soothe and comfort me, like a hot shower after being out in a blizzard, was Mom. 

The sheer quantity of bodies in the huge common area swallowed me up, so Trinity couldn’t find me. As I moved toward the exit the music suddenly seemed too loud, the room stifling hot. It made my need to escape only grow stronger. Fresh cool air greeted me when I finally stepped out into the night. The sky was thick black, not a single star was visible. A fine mist of rain had started. My stomach rolled and tilted as I swayed on shoes that now felt impossible to walk in. I bent down, slipped them off then walked barefoot on the pea gravel towards the place where Trinity had parked. 

The farther away I moved from the revelry the quieter the night became. It was a welcome reprieve from the over-stimulating atmosphere that I had just left. Crickets chirped a happy song from the tall grass that lined the sides of the gravel path. Long before I reached Trinity’s car I heard heavy footsteps running behind me. Mom’s words of warning rang through my mind about how easy it was for girls to get raped and worse at parties. Fear paralyzed me for a few seconds then I was tearing across the parking lot. Sharp stones bit into the soles of my bare feet. I regretted taking off my shoes, even if they were uncomfortable.

“Lexie, wait.” 

It took me a minute to register Aiden’s voice, but when I did, a wave of relief coursed through me. I stopped and turned to face him. The patio lanterns that were suspended from poles, illuminated him enough that I could see that he was puffing. He paused, bending over at the waist to catch his breath. Unable to speak, he held up his hand for me to wait. I drew closer to him.

“Trinity has been worried sick about you,” he said between puffs. His eyes met mine. The concern I saw there made the tears that I had pushed away, resurface. Feelings of jealousy for what Aiden and Trinity had between them, mixed with every other emotion that was already surging through me. It was appalling that I was actually begrudging my best friend her happiness. 

“Hey, don’t cry,” he said. 

He caught me in his arms, holding me tight in his embrace. And there in his arms I felt like it would all be okay, as if my life could be salvaged after all.

“I ruined it all…” I blurted out.  

“What are you talking about?” Aiden asked, patting my back awkwardly as if I needed to be burped. Knowing that he was probably a little uncomfortable with my blubbering, I stepped back and out of his arms. 

“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. 

An expression of relief flashed across his face for a moment, but was rapidly replaced by genuine worry. Aiden was an amazing guy, but he wasn’t Trinity. It wasn’t fair to unload my crap on him, besides, he and Trinity were supposed to be having fun. I wasn’t about to wreck their whole night.

Aiden appeared confused. A typical guy response. He dug into his pocket, retrieving his phone. I grabbed his wrist before he could text Trinity. The only time Trinity carried a cell phone was when she and Aiden went to parties or places where they might get separated. It was more for Aiden’s comfort than hers that she carried it all, but Aiden insisted, paying the monthly charges on the phone just so she could have it whenever the need arose. It was just another testament to how much he loved her. 

“Don’t tell Trinity that I’m upset,” I said. Aiden stared at me, a flicker of uncertainty played in his eyes.

“Why not. I mean if anyone can make you feel better it’s…” he started to say.

“Yeah I know, but I don’t want to destroy this party for you guys too. Trin deserves to have fun.” I shook my head definitively before saying. “I can’t be responsible for her having anything less than a perfect night.”

 I skewered Aiden with my eyes, determined to make him perfectly aware that there would be consequences if he brought Trinity into the mess.

“I…” 

He glanced over his shoulder as if hoping to spot Trinity, but the parking lot remained empty. 

“It’s okay Aiden…besides I’ve already called my Mom to pick me up,” I said, lying.

Aiden seemed a little surprised, but shrugged a shoulder. 

“You sure?” he asked. 

I nodded with conviction. Even though I hadn’t already called my mother, it was going to happen in the near future. I needed to get away from it all, despite the reaming out I was bound to get from her.

“I told her to pick me up in the parking area. I’ll wait in Trinity’s car until she gets here,” I said. 

 “You sure?” Aiden said again, sounding like a broken record. 

The rain had turned from a thin mist to a steady stream, leaving Aiden’s hair pasted to his head. I felt rivulets of water run down my face. I wondered how much of my make-up had melted away and how frizzy my hair was.

“I’m sure,” I whispered. 

The one thing that I appreciated about the rain was that it mixed with my tears, making it impossible to see that I was still crying.

“Let me at least walk you to the car,” he said.

I shrugged. “Fine,” I said, realizing that there was little point in arguing with him. 

I hobbled toward the parking lot with my shoes dangling from my hand. Aiden walked beside me silently. I was grateful to reach Trinity’s car so I could take cover from the rain. Not to mention that as soon as I was alone, I could snap the fine thread of control that kept me from collapsing into a ball of tears and snot in front of Aiden.  

I opened the door of the car, appreciative of the fact that Trinity never bothered to lock up. She always reasoned that if someone was desperate enough to take the car, then they should have it.

I slipped into the passengers side seat, closed the door and rolled down the window.

“You sure you’re going to be okay?” Aiden lifted his brows dubiously.

“Not when Mom gets here I won’t be, but before that happens I’ll be fine,” I said with a brittle smile.

Aiden nodded. “Don’t forget to lock the doors and roll up the windows,” he said.

I released a soft chuckle. “Thanks mother hen,” I said.

Aiden gave me a half smile. “Trinity is going to rip a strip off my ass for leaving you alone in the car anyway, but if some dumbass drunk messes with you…” He drew a line across his throat with his index finger.

I laughed again, this time it was real. It was enough to release the cords of tension that ran through every part of my body. Aiden turned away and walked slowly back to the party. Just before he disappeared from sight he shot another fleeting look my way. I waved and painted a fake grin across my face. He gave me a thumbs up then he was gone.

I pulled my phone from my purse then dialed Mom’s number. A part of me wanted it to go to voice mail, so I could leave a message for her to pick me up. Having the machine answer would have been so much easier than explaining that I needed to be rescued from a party that I wasn’t supposed to be at. It of course would only get worse when she arrived and caught me wearing clothes that were more than a touch slutty, not to mention that I probably smelled like a brewery. 

Life just didn’t get any better. 

Mom picked up on the third ring.

“Lexie? Is everything okay?” she said. Her voice was laced with tension.

I shook my head as if she could see me. Just hearing her voice made my throat close over with anguish.

“No Mom, I messed up,” I said, my voice trembling.

“Did someone hurt you? Are you okay, are you…” I heard the panic in her tone and I wanted to take it away. She didn’t deserve the stress that I was putting her through. Especially not after she had warned me about going to the party.

“No Mom, I’m fine physically…I just made a complete ass of myself in front of Mitch and I just want to go home…”

“I’m coming right now,” she said without hesitation. Her unwavering support and unconditional acceptance, only made me feel worse for the way I had acted earlier. 

“I’m at Dallas’s party,” I said, simply.

“I’ll be there in about half an hour,” she said. “Stay safe.” 

I was just about to hang up when she said. “Lexie no matter what mistakes you make, I still love you.” She paused and I heard her draw in a long breath before she finished. “It doesn’t mean that you’re not going to get an earful when I see you though.”

I smiled and the phone disconnected. Oddly, just talking to Mom for those few minutes was enough to calm me. The adrenaline that had filled me with dread and apprehension evaporated and the alcohol seemed to take over. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to drift. 

I woke up to rapping on the window next to my head. 

“Mom?” I said, opening my eyes.

 I was more than a little surprised to see sunlight filtering through the car windows. Still groggy from sleep, I stared into the brown eyes of the State Trooper who was tapping furiously on the glass. My breath caught because the last thing I needed was to be pulled in for under-aged drinking.

“Can you come out of the car?” the Trooper said, his voice muffled by the glass window that separated us. 

I nodded.

 It was then that I noticed Trinity, Aiden, and quite a few other people I knew, gathered around the car. All wore somber expressions. I was positive that someone had reported the party and we were all going to be in a heap of trouble.

As I edged open the door I wondered if I had been drooling when I was sleeping, and how many of them had seen me in that state. It was a stupid thing to think about since I should have been more worried about the kind of trouble I was in.

Still barefoot, I stepped out of the car, unsure why Trinity hadn’t just opened the door and shook me awake, rather than having the State Trooper pound on the window. Now out of the car, I noticed that he was probably around my father’s age with a rounded face and deep lines in his cheeks that most likely turned into dimples when he smiled. His brow was furrowed beneath the wide brim of his regulation beige hat. For some reason his expression made my stomach tighten into a knot. 

I opened my mouth to speak, but the trooper beat me to it.

“Lexie Adams?” he said. 

His formal tone had me half expecting him to read me my rights. It was then that Trinity broke into tears. Aiden slung an arm around her, not taking his eyes off me. I saw a shimmer in his eyes too. Overwhelming cold enveloped me.

I nodded. “Yes.” 

My voice was a raspy whisper.

The police officer shifted his stance. In that moment he seemed so tall, looming over me like an enormous Oak tree.

“I regret to inform you that last evening between the hours of one and one-thirty a.m. your mother was involved in a fatal car accident,” he said, almost in one breath.

At first his words were meaningless because I had just talked to Mom and… I grabbed my phone from the purse that was still wrapped around my wrist, ignoring the hands that seemed to paw at me.

I heard Trinity and Aiden, and too many other voices around me, but none of that mattered because I had to talk to Mom. I had to hear her voice and know that it was all a mistake. When I looked down at the screen, everything seemed to go in slow motion. I saw the missed call from her, and next to it a light flashing that indicated I had voice mail.

All the people around me fell away and all that mattered was the blinking square on the screen, because I knew it was Mom. I pressed the square and put the phone to my ear. I closed my eyes and as if in a dream I listened to my mother speak.

Her voice was breathy as if it took all she could muster to talk. There were long pauses between the words as she obviously needed a break to catch her breath. The words that she said chilled me more than I thought possible because they couldn’t be true. None of it was true. 

Only it was. 

Before I fell into the darkness that took me away I heard her say.

“Lexie…” She coughed loudly before she continued. “I’ve been in an accident…I’m not going to make it…I want you to know that I love you….” 

There was another wracking cough then came words that chilled me to the bone.  

“I’ll send you an angel to let you know that I’ve made it to heaven.” 

There was a loud gurgle, a last heaving breath, then absolute silence.


























6. RANSOM










The cops were on me in seconds as if I was in the wrong. Somehow the guys that had attacked me, including Rick, had recovered enough to slink off into the darkened alley. And with Charity gone too, I had no one to back me up and say that I was the one who had been attacked. 

“Shit,” I said in a quick breath. 

It seemed impossible for things to get any worse than they already were. But even as I thought it, I knew that they could. I was shocked at how rapidly everything had shifted from having hot sex, to being attacked and now trying to explain myself to the cops.

“Put your hands over your head and kick any weapons that you have on your person toward us,” a police officer said. He was short and stumpy with a shock of grey hair that had been gelled into spikes. When he trained his gun on me, I didn’t waste any time doing exactly what he said .

“I don’t have any weapons on me,” I said.

 Even as I spoke the words I realized that I wasn’t exactly telling the truth; I had a knife strapped to my right calf. I hadn’t thought about the it because in my opinion it wasn’t actually a weapon, more of a sentimental piece. Ma had given me the miniature Swiss army knife for my last birthday before she had died. I had loved it so much that I had bought a holster for it and always wore it strapped to my lower calf. The pocket knife, much like the Legos, had become one of my most valuable possessions. Unlike the building blocks, the pocket knife was multi-purposed, serving as a can and bottle opener, a cork screw as well as countless other tasks. Even with the blade extended it was still only six-inches in length, not exactly a deadly weapon, but I wasn’t so sure the cops would see it as harmlessly as I did.  

The taller of the two officers, who seemed to be in his mid-forties with piercing green eyes and hair as black as night, spun me around roughly. I stumbled, then took a few sidesteps to regain my balance. I clearly was still more than a little drunk. He rapidly patted me down. It didn’t take long for him to find the knife holster. I sighed hugely, knowing that things had just gotten a hell of a lot more complicated. 

“He’s got a weapon,” the officer who had searched me said.

 He confiscated the knife, placing it in a plastic evidence bag that he had retrieved from his pocket. My heart fell, not only because I was in a whole heap of trouble, but because I couldn’t lose the knife. It was a touchstone to yesterday, something that allowed me to remember how much my mother had meant to me, and how her loss felt like a wound that would never heal. Unbidden thoughts of Ma and the day she had died swirled through my mind as the officer recited my rights. 

“You just bought yourself a night in lock-up,” the policeman said after he had finished. I swallowed a few times, trying to formulate a sensible response to his statement, nothing came.

I felt the handcuffs snap around my wrists, not a first for me. A wave of nausea surged through me when I imagined how pissed Pa was going to be. With the show literally hours away, not to mention that once again our puritanical image might get tarnished, I knew I was in deep shit.

 The cops corralled me forward. I had been arrested a few times before, for public fights and other misdemeanors, but so far nothing had stuck and I had only had a slap on the wrist. It seemed ironic that the one time I was completely innocent could potentially be the one instance that left a mark on my perfect record.

Though I had suffered handcuffs before, it always made me feel embarrassed at being paraded down the sidewalk like a common criminal. I was already beginning to regret hooking up with Charity. 

The spinning red and blue lights of the police cruiser, made the already surreal moment become a lot weirder. The taller cop shoved me into the back seat of the car. A metal grill separated the cab from the back, making me feel like a caged animal. 

During the drive to the station the officers seemed to have forgotten that I was even there, as they bantered about baseball games and sports. To them it was just another night on the beat, for me it was stacking up nicely with some of the more unsavory experiences of my life. After a fifteen-minute drive we arrived at the small station. Half a dozen police cruisers were parked in the lot, adjacent a the two story brick building that said Ternat County Jail, and the reality of my predicament settled in even more. I already knew who I would call when the police allowed me that privilege, Sanford.  

Sanford would be able to smooth things over, maybe even get me sprung without having to spend the night. He could iron out all the wrinkles without even trying. In the past he had gotten quite a few people of the crew, including me, out of hot water.  It certainly helped that he’d taken a few years of Law school, before he had decided that he needed a lot more open space and freedom in his life. Despite not finishing school, he knew the laws like the back of his hand, and could rhyme off legal lingo like someone who had been litigating for years. If there was a loophole to find, Sanford found it.

 I wanted to believe that he wouldn’t tell Pa about my little fiasco, but I knew he would. Sanford was transparently honest, it was something that I admired about him.

Inside, the building was as small as I had expected, with white walls, lines of filing cabinets, desktop computers and florescent lights buzzing overhead. A grey metal desk was positioned a few feet from the door. A uniformed police officer with shaggy blonde hair had his face buried in his arms and was sound asleep on his desk. A police issue hat sat abandoned at his elbow.

“We got one for you to process Thomas,” one of the officers piped up.

Thomas, who looked close to around twenty, popped his head up suddenly, his brown eyes bleary and red from slumber. A line of sleep crossed his left cheek. He didn’t answer and moved almost by route, digging in the side drawer for the papers he needed. He tapped a ballpoint pen on the stack of papers, motioning to one of the two chairs in front of the desk.

The cop behind me shoved me forward. I took the hint, maneuvering into one of the hard wooden chairs. Thomas’s weary gaze met mine.

“What’s the charge,” Thomas said in a gravelly voice.

“Carrying a concealed weapon and public disturbance,” the shorter cop said.

“How can you call that a concealed weapon. It’s more like a toy,” I said before I could rein in my rage. I knew the best thing to do was to shut my mouth until I had a chance to make my one call, but as always seemed the case, my temper took control. 

“I can add a few more charges on, like drunk and disorderly, and relieving yourself in a public place,” the officer who had frisked me said. 

He stepped to my side, glaring down with an expression that dared me to say something else. I felt my cheeks go hot with fury because it was all a crock of shit. Despite my heated reaction I managed to collect myself enough to remember that anything I said could work against me in a very dramatic way. I was powerless to fight the system. 

I pressed my lips into a tight line.

“Sorry,” I said, in a tone that mostly hid my scorn.

“Much better.” 

The cop moved out of my line of view. “You got this handled Thomas?”

Thomas, or Officer Thomas Ford as his name tag said, nodded then began the spiel that would eventually end with me locked behind bars. Everything moved fast. Soon the paperwork was completed and they had collected all my personal items, even my belt in case I decided to hang my self from the prison bars. Thomas led me to a room behind the entrance. I guessed that it was an interrogation area. There was a chestnut colored wooden table with metal u-shaped bars attached to the surface, four metal chairs and not much else. Officer Ford reached into his pocket and unlocked my cuffs. I rubbed the chaffed skin of my wrists, relieved to be free. 

“You can make one call,” Officer Ford said, handing me a cell phone. “It’s only coded to make one call at a time, so make it good because it’s a one time deal.”

I took the phone from his pudgy hand. 

“Thanks,” I said. 

He shot me a bored look then left the room without comment.

I had already dialed Sanford’s number by the time the door clicked shut. Now alone in the room with the last bits of my inebriation rapidly becoming a bad memory, the enormity of the situation converged on me. To say I was fucked was a huge understatement. Sudden and unrelenting fear ran like ice in my veins. Being locked up for the night was by no means the worse thing that could happen. Facing Pa’s wrath was what I really dreaded. There was no telling what he would do to me. I was tough, I had taken my fair share of shit over the years from him, and it had hardened me like the thick coating of a jaw breaker. 

There had been times I had fought back, but mostly I just took it because every time I had stood my ground he had always pulled the one string that he knew would shut me down. And that one string was Gab, saying that if I didn’t toe the line that I would be kicked out of the shows, out of it all. If that happened Gabriel would be all alone with Pa, a concept that left me feeling physically sick.

I knew that Gabriel was Pa’s meal ticket and that he had always treated him like a golden child, but if I wasn’t there to bear the brunt of Pa’s venom, I wasn’t sure if Gabriel would be safe anymore. It was enough that Gabriel dealt with excruciating pain on a daily basis, I couldn’t allow him to deal with anything else. That meant I couldn’t abandon him. The idea that we could run away together had entered my mind more than a few times, but I knew that scenario wasn’t possible either. 	

Financially I was a joke, since Pa never paid me much of anything, only tossing me pocket change, really only enough to have a few good nights out in the bars. I had managed to tuck a little away, but it was not near enough to cover the cost of Gab’s medicines, or the steady stream of doctor bills that only seemed to increase with time. The bottom line was that I was powerless to leave. Pa was well aware of that gem of information and used it to his advantage every chance he got. So when his temper hit and his fists fell, I went to another place. The one part I was thankful for was that since I had shown him a few times that I could fight back if I needed to, the abuse had grown more sporadic. But since Pa needed to maintain an upper hand, his threats to toss me had increased.  

 Worse than the pain of the blows, always in inconspicuous places, were the words he used to degrade me. Pa had named me aptly, because as far as I was concerned he held me ransom every day of my life. 

As I waited for the call to connect, I glanced up at the metal-framed wall clock and realized it was already 1:30 a.m; I had missed my drive home. I didn’t expect Dave and Paula to really worry because they were used to me hooking up with girls. They knew that I always made it home for breakfast. I hoped that would hold true this time too. 

Sanford’s sleepy voice brought me out of my thoughts.

“Yeah,” he said, then cleared his throat. 

“Sanford it’s me, Ransom…” I sucked in a huge mouthful of air. “I screwed up and I’m in the local jail…”

“What?” Sanford barked into the phone. 

All signs that he had recently been in dreamland were gone, and he was all business. He sighed into the phone. 

“Give me the address, I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 

I appreciated that he didn’t need to know all the details before he came to rescue me. In my opinion Sanford would have made one hell of a father. 

“Wait Sanford,” I said after I had given him the address. “Can you hold off on telling Pa about this. I’ll come clean in the morning and…”

“Sure Ransom,” he said. 

His response made all the muscles that were bunched in my shoulders, release. Morning would come soon enough, but for a few hours I would have a reprieve. Time to prepare and spin the story to my advantage, even though I was one hundred percent innocent. If Pa had been anyone else, the truth might have been enough. Even now I had no idea what I would eventually tell him, only that it had to somehow convince him that the Sanders name wouldn’t be affected.

For the next hour I sat alone, staring at the white walls and black metal bars surrounding me. I checked the clock at least two dozen times. Never before had an hour passed so painfully slow. I paced until I was sure I had burned a hole in the speckled beige rubberized floor. Being there in the room, with nothing to do but think and imagine all the horrible things that would be waiting for me when I got back to camp, was enough to drive me mad.

When I heard someone unlock the door, I lurched forward then thought better of it. The last thing I needed was to have the police think I was trying to make a run for it. 

Thomas was first through the door, Sanford, with a skim of grey stubble on his face and his ball cap pulled low over his eyes, was next. 

“It’s all taken care of Ransom,” Sanford said, with a wave of his hand as if to tell me to keep my mouth shut. His usual jovial attitude was gone, he wore a strained expression. I kept my mouth shut, vowing to never speak again if it meant I didn’t have to spend a night in jail. Hope pushed its way into my heart when I imagined getting back before breakfast and Pa never finding out. 

I felt all the blood drain from my face when I saw Pa step in behind Sanford.

“There’s my boy,” Pa said in the most endearing voice I had ever heard. His smile was kindly, but his eyes were shards of ice. I couldn’t stop the shudder that ran down my spine. 

“Come on Ransom, Officer Ford has been kind enough to let you out.”

“Let me out,” I repeated, in a flat tone. 

The moment of elation that had me believing that everything was going to turn out just fine, fizzled like a spent match.

Pa was beside me, his thick arm draped over my shoulder in a way that appeared protective. It made all the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.

“Boys will be boys,” he said. 

Sanford and Officer Ford nodded agreement, as if I wasn’t even in the room anymore. Pa gave me a hard tug on the shoulder in a way that nobody but me would notice. I staggered forward a little off balance from the force of it. Pa kept his fingers clamped, vise-like on my shoulder, the pain was quick and unrelenting. No one knew the pressure points to hit like Pa did. Sanford and Officer Ford turned, leading the way out.

“You’re in deep shit here boy,” Pa hissed, as soon as the other two men were out of earshot. The knots that had formed in my stomach when I had spotted Pa, looped a little more.

Sanford and Officer Ford were already in the main foyer by the time we joined them. 

“You just have to sign this paper to say we released all your personal effects,” Officer Ford said, pushing a paper across the desk. He shoved a black ballpoint pen my way. The tray that held my belt, watch, phone and pocket knife, sat next to the itemized list of my belongings. I rapidly signed the paper, scared to utter a word, as if speaking would somehow hinder my release.

“So we’ll see you and your family at the show this afternoon?” Pa said, grinning like he really cared if Officer Ford came or not.

The policeman shot us a wide smile, a first since I had met him. 

“My wife is going to be so thrilled to meet Gabriel Sanders,” he said. “She was over the moon that you guys were even coming to town, but this will…” 

He shook his head. A reverent expression swept across his face. “It’s going to put me in her good books for a long while.”

“It’s the least we could do after all you’ve done for our family,” Pa said in a saccharine sweet voice. It was a tone reserved for strangers and fans of Gabriel’s. Pa wore his charm like a custom made suit, but under it was the real him, the spiteful man who took great pleasure in crushing people who pissed him off, like bugs beneath his fist.

And just like that we were out the front door of the station. I wanted to be relieved that I was out of jail, but it was tough with Pa so close, his anger thick and sticky like black tar. Sanford was noticeably silent. He knew as well as I did that Pa was a time bomb just waiting to go off. And how that would look was anyones guess. Sanford opened the door of the truck and slipped in behind the wheel. Pa gave me another hard shove, showing me where I was supposed to go. I quickened my pace, ensuring I stayed out of his reach. I was in the passenger side, pushed in close to Sanford, before Pa had a second chance to show me how furious he was. He heaved in next to me, his bulky frame took up every bit of space possible, and reminded me that he was still in charge. As if I ever needed to be reminded of that.

“It was lucky that his wife was a fan of Gab’s,” Sanford said. 

I knew he was trying to ease the tension that was seeping like green poison from Pa. I appreciated the gesture but also knew that it would do little to settle Pa’s rancor. Nothing but me suffering in a very huge way would come close to repairing his mood.

Pa let out a menacing laugh that served to tighten my already taut muscles. I would have preferred that he had hollered a string of obscenities at me rather than listen to that horrific sound. The evil that powered Pa was never more evident than when he laughed like that, because he sounded as if he was cast from the demons of hell. I shook the thought from my head; I was thinking stupid shit. Pa was as human as I was. But that didn’t mean he didn’t have a cruel streak, or in his case it was more like he was ninety-nine percent hateful and one percent sweet, when it was called for.

“Ransom, Ransom, Ransom,” Pa said between gritted teeth. 

Just the sound of my name passing across his lips was enough to shake whatever fake calm I had fought to maintain. He elbowed me hard in the ribs. I released a low grunt, sure that he had cracked something. But other than that, I stayed quiet. I was actually surprised that he had even done that much since Sanford was in the car; Pa never laid a hand on me with anyone present. His act showed just how angry he was.

“Are you okay?” Sanford asked, completely oblivious to what had just gone down.

I drew in a long inhalation.

 “Yeah sure, just a stitch in my side,” I said. 

My statement was so close to the truth that I knew it would only make Pa even more irate. By this point I didn’t care. Whatever came, came, there was nothing that I could do about it so why worry. A while ago a guy who had worked with us for a couple of months had told me that worry was wasted time. He said if you had control of an outcome than there was no need to worry, and if you didn’t have any control why would you worry then either, since there was nothing you could do about it. His words had made sense, but it didn’t stop me from stressing out about stuff, though when things were this dire that whole concept rang truer than ever.

It didn’t take long before we were on the outskirts of town. Sanford had switched on the radio and soft country twang drifted around us. No one spoke, as if we had all taken a vow of silence. I glanced up at the moon that shone full and bright above our heads. The stars were sprinkled lights across black silk. The night sky still looked beautiful, even if everything else had gone to shit. 

The breeze that blew into the open truck windows was cool and fresh, so different from the sultry heat of the day. Soon the lights of the city were lost in the road behind us, and we were surrounded in darkness as thick as black ink. I wanted the beauty that surrounded us to go on forever, to stay safe in the cab of the car where nothing, not even Pa brooding beside me, could shatter me. There was power in sensations. Lost in a moment of dreams everything and anything could be possible. Gab and I could run away and live a normal life, one Pa never had to taint.

When we pulled alongside the camp all fantasies of a better tomorrow were dashed, and it was raw and real. It was the time for reckoning. All sins would be dealt with, quick and dirty, and life would continue as it had before.

Sanford parked the truck under a temporary string of lights that we had suspended from poles during the build. It was the only brilliance in the scattering of trailers and vehicles that made up the entourage. Since it was still the early hours of the morning, everyone was fast asleep. I wondered if Dave, Paula, and Jose were already tucked away in their beds. 

Sanford was the first out of the truck. Pa was next and finally me. My ribs still smarted from the poke that he had given me, but since I was able to breathe without pain, I reasoned that they weren’t broken. 

“Good night or should I say good morning,” Sanford said with a tip of his ball cap. “I’ll see you two in a few hours for breakfast.”

“Thanks for everything Sanford,” I said, a little embarrassed that I hadn’t thought to thank him until right then. I had been so wrapped up in my mind, that I had all but forgotten that I had pulled Sanford out of his bed to help me. I still had no idea how Pa had known that I was in trouble since I was sure that Sanford would never have woken him up in the night.

“No problem Ransom. Just don’t make a habit of it,” he said with a sleepy grin, then he disappeared into the parts of the field not illuminated by the makeshift lighting.

I felt Pa’s glare searing into the skin of my back. I spun to face him.

“Sorry Pa, I… it wasn’t my fault these guys jumped me and then they took off and…”

“That’s just fine Ransom, I understand,” Pa said. 

Malice dripped from his words. It sent another shiver through me. He turned toward the trailer where he slept, I followed.

He whipped around suddenly, his face in the shadows, making it impossible to read his expression. 

“Get to bed, we have a big day ahead of us,” he said.

“What…I…I…” I stuttered, not exactly sure what was happening, or why he was letting me off the hook so easily.

“Go,” he ordered. “We’ll finish this soon enough, but for now get some sleep.” Still stunned I remained stock still, but when I realized I had been given a get out of jail free card, literally, I didn’t waste any time getting the hell out of there. As I strode to the trailer that I shared with Gabriel, I half expected Pa to change his mind and come back for me.

 He didn’t. 

The outdoor light of the trailer was illuminated. Brown-spotted moths swirled around the light like planets orbiting the sun. I tugged the door open. As usual all the overhead lights, just light bulbs suspended from cords, were burning bright. Gabriel was scared of the dark. As far as I could remember he had never fallen asleep without a night light. 

His tiny form was snuggled in the bed with a thin sheet covering him. Tufts of his white blonde hair sprouted like shafts of wheat above the sheet that obscured most of his head. A table fan oscillated back and forth, barely cooling the trailer. It felt like it was near ninety-degrees inside. 

Though it was cool outside, the tiny windows opened on an angle and didn’t come even close to allowing enough fresh air in to reduce the temperature. Our cots for sleeping, that were folded up for the day, made the already cramped space even tighter. The half-moon particle board table where we ate our meals, was clipped to the wall to make space. The folding chairs were also collapsed and against the wall next to the bar-sized fridge, that made gurgling sounds all night and day. Though the trailer was our home for the better part of the year, the walls were bare and other than the twenty-inch color television bolted to a table in the corner, there was little to say it was ours. 

I quietly got undressed, the smell of sex still clung to me, reminding me how the whole night had gone to hell right after I had been with Charity. I wanted to imagine that I could have predicted that things were going to go south, but if I was being truthful there was no way I could have. Sometimes shit just happened, and you were taken along for a ride whether you were willing or not. It would definitely be a story to tell Dave. I wondered what had happened between him and Patricia. I kind of hoped he hadn’t gotten lucky. Patricia seemed nice, and we were in town for roughly forty-eight hours. There was no future for the two; she would have ended up getting hurt.

I didn’t know why I cared so much about her. She was as much a stranger to me as Charity was, and I’d had absolutely no qualms about taking what I wanted from her. But somehow sex with Charity didn’t feel the same, because she wasn’t innocent or a virgin. Patricia it seemed was both of those things. It bothered me that if Dave had his way with Patricia, both of those qualities would be stripped from her. The thought of that happening left a bad taste in my mouth. 

“Hey Ransom,” Gabriel said, bringing me out of my thoughts.

“Gab, dude, sorry I woke you up…”

He sat up in bed, his blue eyes were rimmed in red and purplish smudges were evident beneath them. It didn’t look like he had slept all night.

“You didn’t wake me, I was waiting for you.”

Now stripped to just my boxers, I moved to his cot. He propped himself up on the flimsy excuse for a bed that nobody, especially not someone with severe arthritis, should have had to sleep on.

“You should be sleeping, you have a show in a few hours man,” I said. 

Gabriel shot me a sleepy smile. His eyes remained lidded as if he was too tired to hold them open all the way. 

“I don’t need much sleep,” he said with a huge yawn. He cut his eyes to the aluminum door of the trailer then back to me.

“Did you get in much trouble with Pa?” he asked. His voice was so hushed that it was difficult to hear him. 

“What do you mean?” I asked, wary. 

I wasn’t about to let Gabriel know about anything that had happened. I never told anybody what Pa did to me, but definitely not Gabriel. He had more than enough to deal with, without adding my name to the list. So far, I had managed to keep a lid on things, so Gabriel was mostly in the dark.

Gab grimaced. “You know what I mean,” he said. 

He locked his gaze on mine, resolutely. There was something in his stare that had me wondering exactly what he did know.

I shook my head a bit more vigorously than I needed to.

 “Naw Gab, I really don’t. I mean I went out with Dave and you know…” I trailed off because there was no way I was going to detail my escapades of the evening with Gabriel. He was innocent, and I wanted to keep him that way, as long as possible.

“Really?” Gab said. 

There was a touch of bitterness in his tone and it threw me completely off guard.

I squinted at him, then cocked my head to the side. There was no doubt he was fishing, but for what I wasn’t sure.

Gabriel drew himself up a little straighter, pressing his back against the cream-colored vinyl wall of the trailer.

“You don’t have to protect me all the time Ransom. I’m going to be sixteen in a couple of months. I know more than you think I do.” 

I gave him a coy smile because I already knew that he had intel that normal people didn’t have. From the time he had been three, Gabriel had seemed to know things about stuff that he just had no business knowing. More times than I wanted to admit he had predicted that stuff was going to happen in the future. Somehow Gabriel could tap into some kind of bank that allowed him to glean information that he just shouldn’t have been able to know.

“I never said you didn’t know stuff Gab, I….” I started to say. He threw his hand up to stop me.

“I told Pa that you were in trouble, and that he needed to go get you and…”

“You told Pa,” I said with a note of incredulity in my tone. 

I couldn’t understand why he had ratted me out like that. I trusted Gabriel to have my back more than I trusted myself, and now he had…

Gab gave a sharp nod of his head. His eyes flashed with uncharacteristic anger. I wasn’t sure how to process it.

“I told Pa that only he could get you out of the trouble you were in, and that if he laid a hand on you I would cancel the show.” 

Gab held my eyes in a stare that showed more strength than I had ever given him credit for. 

“What do you mean?” I said.

I already knew exactly what Gab was saying, but I couldn’t seem to wrap my mind around how he seemed to already know everything that I had gone to great lengths to hide.

Gabriel released a mirthless laugh. 

“Come on Ransom I’ve known for too long what Pa is like and how he…” 

He swallowed a few times and his eyes glazed with tears. I wanted to make them go away because he wasn’t supposed to know the truth. I wanted to keep what little bit of innocence that remained in him, preserved and safe. If Gabriel didn’t know about the ugliness of life and our father, then it somehow felt less real. Gabriel’s ignorance meant I could compartmentalize my life. Whatever went on behind closed doors didn’t need to tarnish everything else in my world. 

“I don’t know what you’re saying,” I said, clinging to my denial, the only thread holding the fabric of my lies together. 

“Ransom, it’s okay, I’m going to make sure he never hurts you again. I just wish I’d had the courage to stand up to him before now,” Gab said. 

A single tear trailed down his pale cheek. It was almost too much for me to take.

Then it came, sudden, cresting over me like a  shockwave of fury that was propelled by gut-wrenching fear. I couldn’t allow Gabriel to protect me. It was my job to keep him safe. I needed him to see that, before he ended up getting hurt.

“You can’t protect me,” I hollered. 

Even as the words burst from my lips, I regretted them. I had never raised my voice to Gabriel, ever. From the way he shrank away from me he was as surprised by my outburst as I was.

But as quickly as he had drawn in on himself, he straightened his spine and met my eyes with pure defiance. Once again I was thrown at this shift in his behavior.

“I’m not scared of you, or Pa either. I’m going to do what’s right.” 

His eyes narrowed to slits. 

“Don’t even try to pretend that you wouldn’t do the same for me Ransom. I know how you protect me, take care of me. I know how to do it because you taught me how. I don’t care what you say or do. I’m going to let Pa know that I’m not going to allow it to happen anymore. I may be Gabriel Sanders the boy wonder, but I’m also Gab your brother, and there’s nothing I won’t do to make sure Pa never hurts you again. I’m not going to let him make you go away like he did Mama.”

 It killed me that he still believed that Ma was alive, a lie that Pa had forced me to tell him. But worse than that, was how he still thought she was somewhere out there in the world, and would someday come back to us even though he believed that she had abandoned us years before.

And there it was, the pain that had gouged strips from my heart but that I had managed to hold inside was sliced wide open all over again. It felt like my throat had been cut and I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t want to think about her, I couldn’t think about how she had died. Left us with a monster. I jumped to my feet without a word, tugging on my t-shirt and jeans in seconds.

Then I was outside, barefoot and running. I stared up at the moon, once again wondering how anything could be beautiful when everything in my life had gone to shit. I had done everything in my power to keep Gab safe and under the radar. But now that he had decided to stir up a hornets nest, there was no way he wasn’t going to get stung.
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One Year Later….


























7. LEXIE










Before I left Trinity’s car I listened to Mom’s final voice mail again; a ritual that had me playing the recording at least twenty times a day, sometimes more. “You’ve got to stop doing this Lexie,” Trinity said. She was sitting beside me in the drivers seat of the bug. Her face was pinched with disapproval, something I had seen more times in the months since Mom had died than in all the time I had known her.

I slipped my phone back into my pocket, and gave her a blank look as if I had no idea what she was talking about.

“Doing what?” I asked, my tone flat.

Trinity released an exaggerated sigh then shook her head. The pony beads she had braided in her hair, rattled with the act. A week before Trinity, stating she needed a change, had had her entire head braided and beaded into dread locks. Today she had finished her look with a fuchsia broomstick skirt and a cream colored peasant blouse. She was rocking the hippy look, with a splash of the Caribbean.

“The psychics, the fortune tellers, the mediums, the tea cup readers, the witches the warlocks, anybody who says that they can tell the future or whatever other bullshit they’re feeding you. Damn it Lexie, it has to stop, you can’t keep going on like this. It’s not normal to be this obsessed with contacting your mother, not to mention the amount of money you’ve spent on it all, or that you’ve put your whole life on hold.” 

She slammed her open palms on the polished leather of the steering wheel then skewered me with her stare. I was stunned into silence. I had never seen her this angry before and it kind of freaked me out. I opened and closed my mouth a few times then leaned back against the seat, squeezing my eyes closed. She was right on all points, I was obsessed with everything supernatural. All the things that had never mattered in the past had now pushed my old life aside until the spirit world was all I could think about.

Before Mom’s death, the afterlife, angels and all the rest of the things that I had recently made it my life to study, hadn’t even registered on my radar. Back then I had believed that none of it was based in science, and was junk that people who didn’t want to accept reality bought in to. I wasn’t sure when my need to know more had shifted from curiosity to obsession, only that it had. For sure Mom’s cryptic message had been the catalyst that had opened the doors to finding out what she had meant, when she had said she would send me an angel when she got to heaven. 

At first I had just wanted to find someone who could help me decipher the message that Mom had left me on my phone. But my initial interest had quickly snowballed into me hanging on to every word the psychics and people who were supposed to be in the know, said. I had burned through more than half of my college fund already. I couldn’t see an end in sight since every time I had thought I was getting somewhere it had ended up being all smoke and mirrors. So far my father was too busy playing house with the bitch he had left Mom for, to have figured out that I wasn’t going to college everyday like I had told him I was. And now that his new wifey was knocked up and glowing like a firefly, the new baby was all they talked about.

I hadn’t wanted to crash at my father’s place, but I had nowhere else to go. Well before Mom was even cold in the grave, he’d sold the house that she and I had shared. Moving on took on a whole new meaning when my father was involved.

“I promise this is going to be the last one,” I said with little conviction. I shot her a thin smile. “She’s going to have all the answers I need, I feel it in my bones.”

“That’s total crap and you know it Lexie.”

 She shook her head and sighed. 

“Look, I believe that there’s more than what we see, but what you want is impossible Lexie. No one can conjure up the ghost of your mother so you can see her and talk to her like she’s still alive because…” She drew in another deep inhalation. 

“Because she’s dead Lexie, and I feel like a total ass for being so blunt, but shit, I’m worried about you. You’re so pale and you don’t eat right, I don’t even know if you sleep anymore…”

“Enough,” I yelled. “I told you this was going to be the last time. If you need to bail then do it. I’ll find my own way home.” 

I heard the venom in my tone. I despised myself for going ballistic on my best friend since she was one of the few people if not the only one, who still loved me unconditionally. But even though I was aware that Trinity didn’t deserve my tongue lashing, I couldn’t just leave when I was possibly moments away from talking to Mom again. Seeing the fed-up expression on Trinity’s face had me wondering how much longer she would be there for me if I continued to act the way I was. 

Before I lost my nerve and caved in to Trinity’s wishes, I threw open the door and stepped out onto the sidewalk, that ran the length of the suburban street. The leaves of the mature trees rustled in the quiet breeze and was in sharp contrast to the wash of emotions that were eating me alive. Desperation was the front runner with a side of guilt, and of course the absolute loss that had arrived the day the police officer had told me about Mom.

“Fine, let’s go,” Trinity said. 

I hadn’t even noticed she had gotten out of the car. She twined her fingers with mine. I squeezed her hand, grateful for her unspoken support. I really couldn’t have found a better friend than her. There were few people who would have stuck by me with the way I had been acting since Mom had been killed, or as I believed, since I had killed my mother. It didn’t matter how many people told me that her death hadn’t been my fault, I knew it was. If I hadn’t gone to Dallas’s party she would never have been on the road. If not for my selfishness my mother would still be alive, and I wouldn’t have been visiting yet another psychic, wishing and praying for an opportunity to say goodbye to her. I longed to somehow take back the hateful words that had marked the end of our time together. 

The house was average enough, giving no indication that someone who claimed to talk to the dead lived there. No neon signs with PSYCHIC flashed red, nor was there a skull and cross bones painted in blood on the front door. The bungalow was white with navy trim, a spray of pink and white trumpet-shaped petunias edging the property, spilled onto a perfectly trimmed emerald green lawn. The walkway that led to the screen door was made of slabs of slate that could have only been described as quaint. A three-foot wind chime constructed of a circle of dark wood and long slender silver pipes, tinkled in the soft wind. 

Trinity and I were silent as we mounted the six steps that led to the covered porch. I stuck my finger out and pressed the glowing light buzzer adjacent to the door. Seconds later I heard footsteps approaching the door then it cracked open. The woman that peered back at us was in her late fifties with salt and pepper hair, cut in a straight bob that just touched her shoulders. Dressed in beige slacks and a salmon colored short-sleeved polo shirt, she was slight of build and as average in appearance as the house.

A while back when I had first started frequenting psychics, I had quickly realized that nine out of ten of them were nothing like I had always pictured them as being. In my mind I had thought that people who claimed to have knowledge of the other world, wore muumuus, turbans, tons of sparkling bead necklaces and tinkling bangles, and would most definitely have a crystal ball to stare into.

Other than the retro horn-rimmed spectacles, perched on the tip of her nose, Gingerella was plain. I hoped that her average appearance wasn’t a bad omen about her abilities to contact the dead.

“Lexie?” she said in a soft voice that matched her quiet look.

I nodded. “This is my friend Trinity, is it okay if she comes with me?”

“That’s absolutely fine,” she said, stepping to the side so we could pass. 

Even though I had been to more psychics and mediums in the past few months than I could count on two hands, my reaction was always the same, anticipation and fear. Anticipation that she might actually give me the answers I needed, and fear that she couldn’t, that quite possibly nobody could help me connect with my mother again.    

Gingerella closed the door behind us. Both Trinity and I removed our shoes, leaving them on the black plastic mat that had other shoes positioned on it. Gingerella padded down the beige carpeted hallway, covered in a clear plastic runner. Her Tender Tootsie loafers were soundless as she led the way. Trinity and I followed silently. We passed a large family room that was meticulously neat with a soft camel-hued leather sofa, two matching chairs and a dark wood coffee table. A large marble fireplace with a black mantle was built into the wall farthest from the entrance.

As we moved down the hallway I noticed that the air smelled of incense and something else that I couldn’t identify, but was a little smoky and sweet like burning grass. Soft instrumental music grew in volume the further in we went. I spotted a large kitchen at the end of the hallway with Redwood cupboards, black granite countertops and a beige marble looking floor. Bright sunlight flooded the kitchen. It looked so homey that I was almost excited to be having my reading there. But before we made it to the kitchen, Gingerella opened a side door that I hadn’t noticed. The scent of incense and burning was stronger here. When I saw the censer with tendrils of smoke swirling out of it, I knew why. 

The office housed a large Maplewood desk with four soft looking burgundy leather and wood chairs, positioned in front of the desk. A huge picture window with heavy burgundy curtains looked out onto a garden area that was lush and green.

“Have a seat,” she said. 

She slipped behind the desk, lighting the half dozen tapered candles, sitting in brass candle stick holders. Floor to ceiling built in bookcases filled the whole wall behind the desk. The bookcases held mostly books but also housed various crystals in a multitude of shapes and colors. The contents of one shelf was obscured by a thick piece of black velvet. Other than the desk and chairs, there was only one more piece of furniture, a small black side table with a Bose stereo system on top of it.

 I was the first to sit, Trinity was quick to follow. In contrast to me, Trinity wasn’t accustomed to the whole psychic experience. For the first time since I had known her she didn’t seem as self-assured as she usually was. In fact she looked as uncomfortable as I had ever seen her. Seeing her so freaked made me want to laugh, but when I remembered why I was there my giggles remained lodged in my throat.

“Do you have something that belonged to your mother?” Gingerella asked. She stared over her glasses at me in what felt like a grandmotherly way. It made me wish I had a grandmother in my life. I had never known either of my grandmothers who had both died before I had been born. I didn’t know what the odds of that happening were, but I didn’t think it was very common. 

Luckily I had read Gingerella’s suggestion on her website, that I bring an article that had belonged to the person I wanted to contact. I handed her the oval shaped silver locket that Mom had worn every day of her life. It was at least fifty years old, and had once belonged to my grandmother Lucy. Inside the locket was a tiny picture of my grandmother and my Grampa Jack, taken just before they had been married. It had been one of Mom’s treasures; now it was one of mine. 

Just holding the locket made tears burn at the back of my eyes. Since Mom had died I had avoided as much of her stuff as was possible, in fact I hadn’t even protested when Dad had donated all of her clothes to Goodwill. I had been a shitty excuse for a daughter when she was alive, I didn’t have a right to have any say about what happened to her things when she was dead. I had ended up with the bits that my father had decided to save, which wasn’t much. Judging from the paltry stash he had kept, Dad had adapted to Mom no longer being a part of his life, long before she had died. With his new wife Carla’s blossoming pregnancy, his world was just fine.

Gingerella took the locket in her age-spotted hands, running her thumb over the engraved surface. She closed her eyes. Trinity took the opportunity to pinch me at that particular moment. I glanced sideways at her. She mouthed the words what is she doing? I shrugged, knowing little about why psychics did what they did, only that it was part of the process. Trinity opened her mouth again, but before she could ask anything else Gingerella spoke.

“I see her dressed in a suit, going to work and there is a gavel there too.”

I nodded. I wasn’t very excited about what she had said since it would have been easy enough to do a web search and find out about Mom’s death. Gingerella had my name because I had sent her a Paypal payment to secure my appointment.

“I see a car accident, trauma to the chest and head,” she said. 

Her focus was locked on the pendant. Once again I wasn’t impressed, it was just another piece of easily accessible information. I needed more than that, a sign that she knew something that no one else did. 

My heart sped up until it felt like it was beating outside my chest. I felt my cheeks flush, a trickle of sweat trailed down my temple. Panic and dread spread through me like snake poison. All I could wonder was if I had wasted even more money on someone who couldn’t deliver. I closed my eyes and swallowed a few times. My head felt light and my stomach clenched into a fist. The money would eventually run out, or Dad would get a clue, if I didn’t find the right person soon…

I felt Trinity’s hand on my back. It did little to calm me since I didn’t deserve her kindness. Murderers weren’t supposed to be comforted, they were supposed to suffer. A wave of rage at my stupidity washed over me. I lurched to my feet.

“I need more,” I hollered. “I need to know she’s here. I don’t want to hear about how she died because I already know that…”

 The tears that I had managed to hold at bay, dripped down my cheeks. I swiped them away with the back of my hand, more than a little pissed that I couldn’t get my crap together. Yet despite knowing that I was handling everything wrong, I couldn’t stop the flood of emotions that had already managed to unbalance me.

 “I need her to be here. I need…” 

Trinity was on her feet with her arms around me. Even Gingerella was standing now. I guessed my outburst had been something she hadn’t expected from a client. I wanted to be sorry, but I couldn’t manage it. I wanted so much more. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew what I wanted was impossible, but I couldn’t give up on the hope that had buoyed me up until now. Because without my hope I would surely splinter into a million pieces. 

“Try to calm down Lexie,” Trinity murmured into my ear. 

I wanted to listen to her, but it felt impossible. She had no idea how it felt to live every day with the truth that most of the last words I had spoken to Mom had been ones of hate. Once again my mind filled with all the things I could have done differently. If I had only known the devastation that my infantile selfishness would have caused I would have stayed home, buried myself under the sheets, whatever it took. But none of that was possible, what was done couldn’t be undone.

“What does an angel mean to you?” Gingerella said. I went boneless at the question.

I allowed Trinity to push me gently into the plush chair. My mind swam with the concept that there was no way that Gingerella could have known about the message Mom had left me, which meant that…

“Is she here?” I asked. 

All the saliva in my mouth had dried up, making it difficult to speak.

Gingerella followed my lead, easing back into her chair. Her thumb rubbed forcefully over the face of the locket. My already pounding heart beat impossibly faster. The room instantly went colder as if someone had opened a window. I shivered uncontrollably.

“Lexie are you okay?” I heard Trinity say. Her voice sounded hollow and echoey as if she were miles away. I didn’t answer her. 

“Is my mother here?” I asked, my voice coming out in barely a whisper.

Gingerella’s slate blue eyes stared straight ahead, then behind me as if I were suddenly invisible. I didn’t want to allow it to happen, but a seed of hope lodged in my heart that I might see my mother standing behind me. I didn’t have any idea what a ghost looked like, and before Mom had died I had never cared, but now it was all I wanted to see. 

Gingerella nodded in response to my question. 

“She’s here,” she said solemnly. 

I automatically flipped around to see what Gingerella was looking at and saw exactly what most normal people would have expected, dead space. There was no one and nothing behind me; I hated Gingerella for tricking me into believing that I might actually have had a chance to see my mother again. 

“How can she be here, I can’t see her. I can’t even feel her. I mean if she’s really here shouldn’t I feel something different?” I said.

 The concept that I had made a huge mistake and wasted my money on yet another psychic who couldn’t deliver, grew in intensity. Maybe the angel comment had just been a fluke. It was quite possible that it was something she said to all of her clients. I had heard about psychics fishing for information. With one choice word they could get you to spill your guts and they would have everything they needed to make you buy into all their so-called divine messages.

Angels were right up there with fortunetelling, there was no proof that they existed, but there also was no evidence that said that they didn’t exist. If I hadn’t reacted to the mention of an angel would she have used several more carefully delivered words to gauge which one I would react to?

“Your mother says she loves you and she wants you to stop feeling guilty about her death. She wants you to go on living and…”

“Gee do you think you could be anymore generic?” I said, bitterly. I had never treated any of the others I’d had readings with like this before, and I was a  little ashamed by my behavior. She seemed like a nice enough woman, but it felt like something had snapped deep inside me, as if my soul had come apart and I had just realized that I had nothing left to live for. 

“I… I…” Gingerella stammered. 

I knew that I was a sentence away from being tossed out on my ass, but even that knowledge didn’t stay my tongue.

“You’re just like the rest of them, all frauds.”

 I jumped to my feet. Gingerella practically cowered as if she expected me to hit her. I would have been lying if I had said that I didn’t want to smash something right then. The rational part of me knew that she didn’t deserve the barrage of anger I was unleashing on her, but it was like I was possessed. I burst into crazed laughter. The sound of it was scary even to my own ears.

“I think we need to go,” Trinity said. 

I felt her fingers wrap around my upper arm none too gently. 

“I think this was a bad idea, she’s still dealing with everything that’s happened and…” 

Trinity gave Gingerella a stiff smile, the woman responded in kind. I could tell by her expression that she was going to be glad to be rid of me.

“I can give her a refund,” Gingerella said. 

She came around to our side of the desk. 

“I’ll send her payment back later today.”

 I despised how they were conversing as if I wasn’t a sentient being. I opened my mouth to say just that, when Trinity snapped me forward and through the door into the hallway. Her fingernails bit into the skin of my arm. If I needed any more indication of how ticked she was, that was it.

“That’ll be great…sorry for all this.”

Gingerella nodded. Instead of being irritated, like Trinity obviously was, Gingerella stared at me with an expression of pity; it was worse than if she had cursed me out. Seeing her compassion undid me.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” I started blubbering.

 Even as I spoke, my thoughts screamed that this wasn’t me. I didn’t attack helpless old ladies, I didn’t yell and scream and throw tantrums with strangers. Mom had taught me better than this, and instead of honoring her by being polite and respectful, I was being a complete bitch. So much so, that even Trinity who had never lost her cool with me before, was fuming.

“Can’t we try again? I’ll do everything you want me to and I…”

“No, I think your friend is right, you need time to get through this, to…”

“No I don’t I’m fine, really I am.” 

I couldn’t see through the curtain of tears that poured out of me in a torrent.

“Lexie we’re leaving,” Trinity said. 

Her tone had softened and so had her grip, but that didn’t mean we were staying.

“Wait just a minute,” Gingerella said from behind us. 

Trinity stopped tugging me forward, then reluctantly swiveled back toward the psychic. Gingerella had a stack of newspapers in her hands and was busy rifling through them. She pulled one out and thumbed through it until she found what she was looking for. I had no idea what she was doing when she ripped out what looked to be an advertisement. 

“Take this,” she said, handing me the bit of paper she had retrieved. “I went to see this little boy a couple of years ago and I…” She paused, holding my eyes with hers. “If anyone can help you with your mother, he can. There’s something special about him.” 

She shook her head as if searching for the right words.

“I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she said, then placed her hand on my shoulder. I felt her touch for a beat before she let her arm drop back to her side. Once again her expression was marked by sympathy. It only made me feel worse for crapping on her. I didn’t know if she could connect with dead people or not, but she was definitely a good person. She had tried to help me and I had treated her horribly. 

Guilt didn’t even begin to describe how terrible I felt. I still didn’t know what had come over me, only that for a few minutes I had felt as if I was losing my grasp on reality. The pain that had been the only emotion that I had felt since Mom had died was suffocating me. The rational part of me knew that I was going deep, into a dark place that would probably swallow me up forever, but I just didn’t seem to have the strength to veer off that path.

“He’s a faith healer and medium,” I said when we were outside again. 

I skimmed through the dates and shows that he was booked for. The newspaper was dated, but there was one more show that was supposed to happen in a couple of weeks time. A thrill of excitement surged through me. Fate had just handed me the answers I needed, and the name that would save my life was Gabriel Sanders.


























8. LEXIE










I stirred my coffee a few more times than was required. When I had mixed it as much as I could chance without giving away my nerves, I cupped the oversized white mug in both of my hands and brought the coffee to my lips. The first taste revealed a perfectly tailored brew exactly to my specific requirements, double cream, one sugar. 

I pulled my feet up and under me, sinking into the buttery soft leather chairs of Café Blanche. The comfy chairs were second only to the exquisite coffee that the place was famous for. Curled in one of the chairs with a coffee and a pastry was a sublime experience, no matter how terrible your day might have been. As I swallowed the flavorful brew, I remembered Mom and how she had always said that if I wanted to drink coffee and tea that I needed to drink it without sugar. So as required I had always omitted the sweetness that most people appreciated, until I eventually had become accustomed to the taste. Only after a year of drinking coffee did I realize that Mom always added sugar to her own coffee and tea. I had been indignant when I had discovered her trick, but now I could only laugh at her ploy to keep excess sugar out of my life. For no reason other than I wanted to have something that reminded me of her, I had started taking sugar like she had, a month after she had died.

I brought my focus back to Trinity. Her hair was drawn up into a messy bun with chopsticks sticking like porcupine quills from the top of it. She was wearing a turquoise kimono with hints of burgundy and mint green. Tied loosely at the waist was a satin sash that was shell pink. As always, she owned the look seamlessly.

“Trinity, I promise this is absolutely the last and I really mean last, psychic slash medium I’m going to go to,” I said.

 I clasped my hands together like I was praying. In that moment I needed Trinity to say yes more than I needed air to breathe. Because if she didn’t agree to come with me I was completely and utterly screwed. I cast my eyes to the glassed-in showcase near the cash register, perusing the confections that I was going to enjoy as soon as Trinity agreed to my plan.

“That Gingerella fiasco has been like a thorn in my big toe. I know she was trying to help, but she just made everything more complicated by giving you that freaking flyer.” 

Trinity’s bottom lip was pushed out into a pout. It was something I hadn’t seen very often, but was becoming more and more common these days. I wasn’t used to dealing with her like this and it made me doubt that I would be able to convince her after all. It seemed my celebratory Cherry Danish was going to have to wait for a bit longer than I had hoped.

Since I was getting absolutely nowhere with Trinity, I moved on to Aiden who unlike Trinity wasn’t immune to my begging. I gave him the most pathetic look that I could muster, hoping that he could smooth out Trinity’s tough and unyielding edges for me. His  smile was lazy, his blue eyes were half-closed as he lounged in the plush chair he had chosen. But his relaxed expression didn’t hide the sympathy that almost tangibly drifted my way. From the day Mom had died, Aiden had treated me like I was a pile of fragile eggshells. Usually his compassion irritated me, now I was planning on using it to my full advantage; I only hoped it was enough.

“Aiden, you know I’m being one hundred percent legit?” I said in a soft melodramatic voice, one that I would normally have been ashamed to use. But I was desperate. The show was just a week away and since it was a few days drive across country, I didn’t have time to waste. 

Suddenly in the hot seat, Aiden’s cheeks flamed red. I almost felt sorry for him. 

Almost. 

I reasoned that all was fair in love and war. He ran a hand through his shaggy hair, his bicep flexing impossibly large with the move. I pondered what you had to do at the gym to be that jacked.

“I…I… yeah, I think you’re telling the truth Lexie,” he started to say, but abruptly closed his mouth when Trinity shot him an icy glare. Aiden who was a head taller than Trinity and sixty pounds heavier, withered like a delicate flower in the Sahara.

“Come on Trin, it’s the end of summer and we’re going to be in school in a few short weeks, let’s look at it like it’s an adventure,” I interjected, unable to witness Aiden squirm a minute longer. In all the time I had known him, I had never seen him back down from a fight, physical or verbal, that was until he and Trinity had started dating.  It wasn’t like he was a complete push over with her, I had seen him exert his will when it had mattered, but this was different. He understood that Trinity was trying to help me deal with Mom’s death, and get me back on the path to my future. As much as I loved Trinity,  she just didn’t get how important it was for me to see Gabriel Sanders.

Trinity glanced my way and grimaced. 

“Don’t you mean that Aiden and I are going back to school.” She shook her head forcefully. “You’re not even enrolled, and you’re already a year behind in…”

“I plan on attending the second semester,” I cut in. 

I wasn’t sure if the deception was evident in my tone since I was just saying it to get her to swing my way. Though if things went well with Gabriel it actually might happen after all. Still, I couldn’t look that far ahead into the future right then. 

 Trinity shook her head. The half dozen chopsticks jostled and clacked with the move, as if they were living things.

“I can’t be part of you avoiding the truth anymore Lexie. You have to accept that…”

“That she’s dead, yeah I got that the first fifty times you told me,” I snapped, unable to hold back the retort. I didn’t want to get snippy with Trinity, but I was going on desperate now. I decided to pull out the last card I had in my repertoire, one I knew would gut me as much as it would Trinity.

“Trin, I don’t know if I can do it. I mean I need one more shot. I need to tell her that I’m sorry, that I didn’t mean everything I said, because if I don’t I’ll go crazy and I don’t mean figuratively. I can’t sleep without dreaming about her. Every time I wake up in the morning I remember that she’s dead because of me…” 

Unplanned tears welled in my eyes. So far, other than at Gingerella’s, I had managed not to break down in front of Trinity. I had always held back because in my opinion I didn’t deserve to be comforted, not after all the damage and destruction that I had caused. Yet saying the words that described how I truly felt, had been more than tough. Now the flood of emotions that always waited in the wings of my psyche were threatening to push through the gates of my resolve.

Almost immediately Trinity softened, and I saw it there just like I had with Aiden, unremitting empathy. It was almost too much to take.

“I can’t just leave it,” I somehow managed to choke out. 

Trinity caved seconds later. Though it was a victory for me, I didn’t much feel like celebrating. In my quest to convince Trinity that I needed her help, I had managed to tear another gouge into my already ragged heart. I wasn’t sure if it had been worth it.




The next day, true to her word, Trinity showed up at the crack of dawn to pick me up. Dad and his lovely wife and baby-making machine, were still in bed since it was Saturday, a day they reserved to roll around between the sheets and do nothing I wanted to think about. I had left a short note to say that I would be out of town for a week or so, not that they would even miss me anyway. 

Though Dad was all too often telling me that I was welcome to live with them, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that I was the third wheel on a motorcycle built for two. When the darling baby came I knew I would become even more of an obstruction, blocking Dad’s path to a brand new shiny life. I had already decided that no matter what happened, there was no way that I was going to stick around after that momentous event. Though truthfully I had no idea where I was going to go, since all the plans I had once thought were forged in steel had melted into a clump of unknowing when Mom had died. I shook my head. There would be plenty of time to agonize about my uncertain future or lack thereof, but only one chance to see Gabriel Sanders. 

I was outside the condo and on the sidewalk long before Trinity had a chance to beep the horn. With my small pink leather suitcase in one hand and a wad of cash in my pocket I was on my way.

I walk-ran to the bug. Aiden jumped out of the passengers side door. He grabbed my suitcase from my hands, then opened the hood of the car that served as a trunk. It was already so packed that I had no idea where he was going to fit it in.

I slipped into the back seat through Aiden’s open door. Trinity swiveled her head and grinned. It was all I needed to feel like everything was going to work out after all. I noticed that she was dressed in a completely un-Trinity kind of way. I didn’t bother mentioning that I had never seen her dressed so plain. The black three-quarter length yoga pants and the plain emerald green tee she was wearing were average clothes for most, but looked positively weird on her.

“What did you pack anyway?” I asked, thumbing toward the trunk. Aiden had already taken his seat in front of me.

“Oh you know the usual, tent, sleeping bags, camping gear…” Aiden rhymed off.

“Since when did we decide we were going to camp out,” I said, my face buckling. I despised camping and all it entailed. In my opinion if you didn’t have running water, a shower, electricity and a real bed to sleep in, it was inhumane.

Trinity pulled out onto the street.

“The show is out in a field. Trin and I decided that it was better to be prepared rather than chance getting stranded if we didn’t manage to get a hotel room. This is his last venue of the season and there are two back to back shows, so I have no idea how many people are going to invade the place,” Aiden said. 

His oversized hand traveled to Trinity’s thigh that promptly vanished beneath its width. 

Trinity turned toward him. Something passed between the two of them, something that I wasn’t privy to, then Trinity shot him a coy smile before she looked back to the road ahead.

“Camping is very good,” she purred, releasing a chuckle that had me wondering what had gone down on their last camping trip. Aiden leaned in and brushed his lips, feather soft across the bare skin at the dip at the back of her neck. She shivered, and I couldn’t help but long for someone to kiss me like that. Where just a hint of lips across skin was so intimate and so right. I had once thought Mitch was going to be my someone. 

All my feelings that had seemed so unbearably real and powerful before Dallas’s party had fizzled into oblivion, at the news of Mom’s death. I knew that nothing real disappeared so easily. It only made my stupidity and stubbornness to go to Dallas’s party that much more disgusting. Even if I had still been interested, I had heard that Mitch had hooked up with the bombshell that had been draped on him at the party. 

I closed my eyes, trying to shake off the image of Mitch. Thinking of him always brought me back to more unpleasant memories that only served to bring me down. Even though I hadn’t wanted to go back to that day, I had more times than I could count. Every time I walked through the nightmare, I was always filled with more guilt, regret, and emotions that I couldn’t even name. If only became an unrelenting mantra. If only I hadn’t gone to the party, if only it hadn’t been raining, if only the last words that I had spoken to Mom hadn’t been hurtful. I felt a lump grow in my throat. Tears swam in my eyes. I shook my head aggressively, clearing the painful thoughts from my consciousness. 

The car was speeding along, making the trees just a green blur at the sides of the highway. Trinity liked to go fast. I was surprised that the bug could actually meet the challenge. I hoped the clunker lasted long enough for us to get to the show. 

As Aiden and Trinity chatted back and forth all I could think was that in a few days I would see the kid who was supposed to have all the answers, I prayed he did, because even though I knew I shouldn’t have, all my hopes were pinned on Gabriel Sanders being authentic. And if for some reason he was just like all the others, I wasn’t sure if I could go on living.


























9. RANSOM










“We were sent back here by Mr. Sanders to meet Gabriel,” a female voice said from behind me. I spun around, completely pissed that strangers were back stage when we were so close to the start of the show. 

“You can’t be back here,” I said in a gruff tone, even before I laid eyes on the speaker. I stared at the giant of a guy that stood before me. I was tall enough, but next to him I almost felt short. He was much thinner than I was, with a dark buzz cut and sleeves of tattoos that I couldn’t help but admire. He didn’t exactly look sick, but there was a worn look in his expression that said that life hadn’t been easy. I could relate, and wondered if people saw the same thing when they looked at me.

“Sorry, but Mr. Sanders said we could talk to Gabriel before he went on stage…” the girl who had originally spoken, stammered. I clenched my fists and gritted my teeth before I spoke again. 

“My father sent you?” I said. 

I had posed my statement as a question, but I knew that Pa in his infinite need to have more money had as usual, decided to screw up my routine just minutes before the show began. It wasn’t unheard of for Pa to arrange one-on-one meetings if his palms were well greased.

I locked on the girl. Compared to the guy, she was downright tiny. Her sunny blonde hair just touched her shoulders and was swept to the side so that only one of her blue eyes showed. She was cute enough, but she was a little too thin for my taste. Her clothes, a plain lemon yellow t-shirt, black shorts and Keds, said she was way too pure for my taste as well. Not that she was even in the market, since by the look she cast at the tall guy, she was completely into him. 

“It’s fine Marilee, it doesn’t really matter. You know I don’t really believe in this stuff…” 

He paused, running a huge hand across the top of his head.

Marilee tilted her head up toward the guy. 

“Jax, you know Gran will kill us, me actually, if we don’t get to see Gabriel, and besides we were invited here,” she said.

“The fact that I’m standing here right now, feeling the way I do, says I don’t need to be anywhere near this whole thing,” Jax said. 

The two of them locked eyes in a way that made me feel as if I was no longer present. Oddly I felt like I was intruding on a private moment, despite them being on my turf.

“Guys, it’s just fifteen minutes before the show starts, like I said you can’t be here.”

“It’s okay,” Gabriel said from behind me. 

I hadn’t known he had been there, somehow even with his braces he had managed to creep up on us. It was incomprehensible how he could move so quietly.

“Pa mentioned that they were coming back, Jax and Marilee, right?” he said, offering a thin hand in the big guys direction. Jax took Gab’s hand in his, where it disappeared. Though Jax appeared a little weirded out, Marilee’s face was practically glowing with anticipation.

“You guys have done amazing work on the Peace Project. When I heard you were going to be here, I really wanted to get a chance to meet you two. It’s not every day that you get a chance to meet people who do so much to help their community,” Gabriel said. 

He turned his gaze to me and grinned. “These guys have probably sent over fifty kids who were suffering with cancer, to my shows. You wouldn’t believe the amount of times I heard their names…”

“Fifty-three and counting,” Marilee filled in. Gab shifted his gaze back in her direction. 

Both she and Jax glowed at the mention of the kids they had helped.

“Your offer was more than generous. I know you’re busy and…” Marilee said, stepping forward. She extended her hand to Gabriel, who had just released Jax’s hand. Gabriel shook Marilee’s hand warmly as he had Jax’s. He shot them a carefree smile as if it wasn’t an inconvenience at all that they were clogging up our space when he was supposed to be on stage in front of a field full of people in a few moments. 

“It’s no trouble. I’m here to help people, just like you guys are doing,” he said as if he was a forty-year-old man not a teenager.

“We won’t keep you, thanks man,” Jax said. 

I could tell by his expression that he was more than a little embarrassed to be standing there. 

“We should go,” he said to Marilee who was still transfixed on Gab.

“I know that you just wanted to say hi to us but I wanted to ask if you could give Jax…” She shrugged then gave Jax a sidelong glance, as if unsure of her words.

“Marilee…” Jax started to say, but Marilee ignored him and plowed on. 

“Jax is going through some stuff, you know, and I wanted to know if you could give him something to make sure he stays on the right track,” she said in a flurry of words. Stress replaced her formerly placid demeanor.

 I wanted to protest. I longed to tell her that my brother wasn’t a sideshow freak who could turn on his healing vibe like a vending machine that you fed coins to. But the quiet excitement that lit her face had me sucking in a long breath and holding back my protests.

Gabriel nodded, then targeted Jax with precision. He stared up, took both of Jax’s hands in his, then closed his eyes. Without his usual straw hat, his face was in plain view. His eyelids were shiny with a thin mist of sweat and his cheeks were slightly flushed from the heat. 

Jax and Marilee watched Gabriel with an intensity that I had seen more times than I could count. They wanted a healing more than they wanted to draw their next breath, but they also weren’t sure if Gabriel was the real thing. I didn’t blame their disbelief because even though I had seen Gab do his work almost daily, I never knew if it was something he made happen or if things were going to shift in a person’s life anyway, even if they had never met Gabriel at all.

An expression of peace rippled across Jax’s face. I had seen that happen before too. I always wanted to ask what they were feeling, but it wouldn’t have done for me to be questioning Gabriel’s healing abilities. 

When Gab released Jax, Marilee cut her stare away from Gabriel back to Jax, who was standing there stalk still as if in a trance.

“Jax?” Marilee said softly. It was just enough to shift him back to the present.

“That was a little trippy,” he breathed, drawing in a huge inhalation.

“Are you okay?” Marilee asked, a look of concern now marred her face. She clasped his forearm protectively. He shrugged and grinned down at her.

“Nothing worse than what Gran has put me through in the past,” Jax said with a grin that didn’t show his teeth, but made a dimple appear in his cheek.

“It’s supposed to be better,” Marilee said. Once again an expression of anxiety passed over her.

“Well, you guys enjoy the show, we’re on in five minutes,” I said, attempting to regain control of the situation. Marilee and Jax glanced over at Gab and me, as if they had just remembered that we were still there. They smiled in tandem. 

“Sorry, yeah we better get off the stage unless we want to be the main act,” Jax said with a low chuckle. Marilee flushed bright red, clearly realizing that she had overstayed her welcome.

“Thanks Gabriel, I really appreciate you seeing Jax and…” Her voice trailed off. She chewed her bottom lip before saying. “Do you think it worked?” 

Gabriel’s face lit up like a miniature cherub. He was obviously amused by her question. It wasn’t common for people to have anything other than an unwavering belief in Gabriel’s abilities; most people relied on blind faith.

Gabriel nodded and smiled a little wider. Marilee returned his grin with one of her own, and the beauty of it made me shiver. The couple clasped hands and turned to leave, but before they had walked a few feet away Jax paused and turned around one more time toward us.

“This really means a lot to me man,” he said in a hoarse whisper that was filled with emotion. “We’ve had a rough road, but I think that things are finally looking up.” 

Marilee locked on Jax, tilting her head to the side in a gesture that said she was surprised by his words. Gabriel smiled in his quiet knowing way, then nodded one more time. It obviously was enough because the two moved out of my line of sight. Unlike most people who came for a healing I was actually rooting for them. I had seen their love in the way they looked at one another, and though I knew I would never have that kind of thing in my life, it was nice to witness it.

 As soon as they were off the stage, I shifted back into business mode. As the saying went, the show had to go on. And since we had two shows booked for the day, having everything go smooth and on schedule was even more important. Not to mention that if there were any glitches, no matter if they were my fault or not, Pa would see that I paid for them. Gabriel dabbed at his forehead with a white cotton handkerchief that he always kept in his pocket. After he had wiped away all traces of perspiration, he neatly folded the cloth and slipped it back away. 

There was tension between us. We’d had another fight the evening before. I didn’t know if it was because he was well into the throes of puberty or something else, but lately Gabriel had been determined to defy Pa whenever he could. I hated to admit that he was acting more like me with every passing day. Whether he knew it or not, Gabriel was playing with fire when it came to Pa. 

Sure Pa had left him alone throughout the years, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t change. If there was anything you could count on with Pa, it was his ability to surprise you. Gabriel had been lucky so far, but based on some of the glowers Pa had shot Gab’s way, that could change soon. If that happened my hand would be forced and how that all shook out was anyones guess.

I glanced out at the few thousand people that surrounded the temporary stage. The energy in the air was frenetic as people pressed in too close, everyone wanting a piece of Gabriel. They reminded me of vultures attacking roadkill. It made me all the more adamant to protect him. The song Amazing Grace blared from the speakers that were positioned on the lighting bars over our heads. That was the cue that said Gabriel was about to start the show. There were cheers and whoops of excitement in anticipation of the boy wonders arrival. Soon, what I had already considered too much energy, heighten to a feverish need to be amazed. All I could do was hope that Pa had held up his end of the deal, and had ensured that there was adequate security to control the crowd.

Before Gabriel had become a household name, added security hadn’t been necessary. But after Pa’s nauseating PR campaign, where he had shamelessly lied about Gabriel’s abilities, making him seem as if he was the second coming, the crowds had multiplied to unimaginable proportions. It only escalated my fears that something was bound to go wrong. I shook my head, the last thing I needed was to be distracted by possibilities, I had to deal with what was right in front of me; Gabriel, and the show ahead.

When the music lowered all the voices that had been raised in excitement seconds before, lowered until only the wind whistling through the fields was audible. A thin winding road that ran alongside the field was the only sign that anything other than farmland existed in this part of the country. I stared up at the sky, hoping for a rain cloud to form over us that would give Gabriel  a touch of reprieve from the unrelenting sun and heat that he so needed. But all I saw was a sea of cerulean blue. 

As with every other show, I was dressed in loose black cotton pants and a thin white long-sleeved shirt, clothes that usually kept me relatively cool in the searing heat. Unfortunately with the oppressive humidity and wide open space, sweat was already trickling down the small of my back, soaking through my once clean shirt. In my estimation it must have been at least one-hundred-degrees in the sprawling wheat fields. I hadn’t expected the climate to be this sultry, since we were supposedly already well into the fall.  

Gabriel, who was made even tinier by the sheer number of people that crowded around the stage, strode out. All semblance of his arthritis was lost in his confident gait. It never ceased to amaze me how at home he was in front of the crowd, that hollered his name in a frenzy as if he was a rock star.

Seeing his swagger and the aura that said he had been born to be in front of the world, made it easy to forget that he was a skinny pubescent boy. He gripped the cordless microphone in his thin fingers expertly. He had donned his wide brimmed golden straw hat, but wisps of his platinum white hair had managed to sneak beneath it and were fluttering softly in the almost non-existent breeze. In contrast to me, who turned russet brown after just a few minutes in the sunlight, Gabriel never seemed to get colored by the sun. From the outside we looked no more like brothers than a cat and dog did, but even cats and dogs could find a common ground, and grow to love each other. 

 I ran a hand through my sweat drenched hair, stunned at how easily Gabriel coped with the Southern heat. I pulled my gaze from him, back to the crowd that had grown rowdy again. Nervous agitation had me shifting from foot to foot like a boxer ready for a fight. The glaring truth was that the crowd was too big for the handful of local security guards that Pa had hired.

 Always trying to cut corners, Pa only kept two regular security guards on staff, reasoning that he didn’t want to have to feed people when there was so much down time between shows and traveling to venues. His cost cutting method had worked so far, but with Gab’s increased popularity it was no longer sensible. I had never agreed with Pa’s rationale anyway because with a shortage of staff familiar with the set-up and the crowds, I always felt like we were playing Russian Roulette. Most times you spun and didn’t get the bullet, but there was always a chance you would, and if you did you died.  

Gabriel was upbeat and lively. I marveled how he never seemed to tire of the multitude of people that stepped into his life, with their hands out for anything he could give them. It was exhausting to watch him do his work.

“You sir,” Gabriel said in his soft voice that carried deep into the sweltering air. Gabriel pointed at a middle-aged man wearing a navy ball cap, and overalls, over a dirty sweat-stained once white tank top. The man, obviously a farmer, was the color of hazelnuts from prolonged exposure to the sun. He held a boy of about five in his arms. Even from a distance the hearing aids in the boy’s ears were visible.

The man, realizing that he had been singled out, looked positively thrilled. His rapt expression said he was certain that Gabriel would be able to heal the boy’s deafness. The kid didn’t share his father’s enthusiasm and clung to his father’s neck like a burdock in hair. They mounted the rickety stairs that were positioned off to the side of the platform. I held my breath, hoping that they wouldn’t give way since the stage was another thing that was long past due for an upgrade. Moments later, the father with his son held firmly in his grasp, strode across the stage.

Gabriel, as he had done thousands of times before, reached for his would-be patient. The boy, who was still uncertain, buried his face in the crook of his father’s neck.

“Remove the hearing aids,” Gabriel said in a voice that held both kindness but also an undercurrent of power. The man nodded, plucking the hearing aids from his child’s ears. The crowd pushed in even closer until the platform gave a shrieking squeal, loud enough that they retreated back a little. My heart was already pounding in my throat. I was a hairsbreadth away from grabbing Gabriel and getting the hell out of there. Right then I didn’t care about the people that had paid money to see the faith healing boy wonder. All I cared about was protecting my little brother.

The farmer slipped the hearing aids into the pocket of his overalls then used sign language to communicate with his son. Whatever he said convinced the kid that it was safe to turn around and face Gabriel. Gabriel placed his tapered fingers over the child’s ears and an audible gasp came from the crowd. I knew they all believed that they were about to see a miracle. I almost pitied them. 

Gabriel tilted his face up toward the sun and when he did his skin was bathed in a healthy glow that he normally lacked. I was certain that to anyone in the fields he surely resembled a cherub that had fallen from the Heavens. At Gabriel’s touch the boy grinned wide, showcasing his gapped-tooth smile.

Gabriel spoke unintelligible words, something he usually did when he was in the midst of a healing. He opened his mouth as if he was swallowing down the sunlight that was casting its warm fingers over him. After a few minutes he brought his face in line with the boy’s gaze. With his face shadowed by his straw hat, his sallow almost sickly complexion returned.

“Speak,” Gabriel whispered.

“Hello,” the child said in the flat tone of someone who couldn’t detect the cadence of his own voice.

“Can you hear me?” Gabriel said into the microphone. 

As rehearsed, the boy nodded. There was no denying that Gabriel had gifts, things that he could do that had no reasonable explanation, but over the years they had been sporadic and unpredictable. To ensure that the crowds got their moneys worth, Pa had decided to even the odds, planting a fake healing in every show. That meant that any other special occurrences that did or didn’t happen, no longer mattered. Gabriel was free to do as he pleased. It was an old trick that people had used in shows for years and mostly worked. 

At first Gabriel had gone along with the ruse without issue, but lately with his new found resistance he had questioned the honesty of the act. It was just one more problem that had accompanied the unwelcome shifts in behavior that were occurring on a regular basis with him.

A sudden whoop went up from the crowd and they pushed in again. At that exact moment Gabriel glanced over at me. When he did, despite the heat, a wintry chill settled in my bones. I knew that look. It meant that something was about to happen, and from his panicked expression it wasn’t going to be good.

“Get off the stage,” he bellowed, so loudly that feedback screeched over the speakers. Gab’s voice had lost all of it’s calm. The absolute terror was almost palpable in every syllable. The man, his eyes the size of dinner plates, hitched his son on his hip and pelted toward the stairs. Frozen in place, I watched mutely as he almost lost his footing half way down, thankfully he and his son managed to get to the bottom unharmed. 

“Run,” Gabriel screamed, spinning toward me. 

His tone was so filled with horror that it made the blood in my veins go to sludge. Gab moved toward me with speed that didn’t seemed possible for a kid with arthritis and restrictive braces on both legs. As soon as he reached me, he shoved me with the full force of his body. It was enough to unbalance me. I stumbled back several feet, pinwheeling my arms as I did. I fell hard on the rough wooden floor. When I tried to stand up I realized that my shoe had gotten caught under a speaker, preventing me from getting back on my feet. By the time I had freed my foot, the platform that I had just been standing on started to give way. Then everything seemed to go in slow motion. 

I leapt up with my arms outstretched, trying to grab Gabriel. Before I was even fully erect I saw everything shift under him, his body juddered and the boards where he stood began to curl in around him. As if in response to my unspoken desperation, I heard cracks and loud pops. Another creak, much louder then before, ripped through the air.

Gabriel reached his arms out to his sides in the pose of the last crucifixion. He threw his face up to the sky overhead. I could tell from the knowing expression on his placid face that he was well aware that I was never going to make it to him. Without me to scoop him up and away he was about to be lost. It was all happening too fast for me to catch up.

“Gabriel,” I bellowed, as if saying his name might float him away from the moment that was ready to take him away from me forever. Then the boards beneath his feet gave way, and I saw his face go blank. Though I was still in motion, a feeling of hopelessness encased me. I knew with sickening clarity that there was nothing I could do to save him.

By the time I had said his name a second time, he had disappeared from my view, lost in the black hole that had once been a stage. Rotting wood and debris filled in the gapping crevasse where Gabriel had stood, pretending to heal a boy just moments before. All I could think was that it couldn’t be happening because how could everything in my life have shifted into chaos in a fraction of a second?

 But it had. 

Just like that, all that I had held dear had been snatched away, now all I could do was pick up the pieces, if there were any left to gather.


























10. RANSOM










“Gabriel,” I hollered over and over, until my throat went hoarse. 

I was still in shock that just minutes before, Gabriel had been doing what he had done since he had been seven-years-old, yet now he was buried beneath mounds of rubble. I eased down into the hole that had opened up at the side of the stage, scared that I might inadvertently hurt him if the boards and debris shifted when I landed.

That was if he was still alive.

As soon as the unbidden thought entered my mind I chased it away. I couldn’t entertain those kinds of notions because if I did, it would mean that I was giving up on the idea that Gabriel had survived the collapse. Even as I moved the wreckage away all I could think was why couldn’t it have been Pa standing there on the stage, or even me. We should have been the ones buried beneath the rotting boards and rusty nails, dying, not Gabriel, never Gabriel.

“God takes the good ones back to Heaven sooner.”

 Her voice came as clear as if she had been standing next to me. I shook my head, clearing everything away. I needed absolute focus, I needed to find Gabriel. Nothing else mattered. My heart was thudding in my ears and my breathing was ragged. My throat was raw from shouting as I pulled at the boards that concealed Gabriel. But when every piece of wood only revealed the same below, all hope that he had somehow managed to survive began to fade. He was ninety pounds soaking wet and with his arthritis that made his bones brittle, there was no way that his body could have withstood the sheer force and weight of the debris. The stage released another ear-splitting squawk. I wondered if it would completely cave in soon, burying us. In my mind it seemed better that we would die together, rather than have to go on without him.

Not knowing how much time I had left, I moved as fast as my body would go. My knuckles were bloody, splinters dug beneath my fingernails, but I kept digging. As I tossed the fractured wood aside I heard other voices. None of what they were saying registered in my mind, as if they were speaking a foreign language. The microphone, buried with Gabriel, crackled with static. It was a constant reminder that he was trapped and I couldn’t get to him fast enough. Tears welled in my eyes, I blinked them away.

“I need you Gab. You can’t die on me. I won’t let you,” I pleaded.

 As if in answer to my vow, the next board I tugged away, revealed a tiny pale hand. Every instinct in me wanted to tear away the rest of the rubble right then, but the logical part of me knew that I had to be careful. The remains of the structure that surrounded us was teetering on the edge. If I was too hasty there was no telling if I might accidentally remove the only beam supporting the remains of the structure. If I did that, then it might cause an avalanche of debris to rebury him. 

Carefully, I removed a few more boards. With every piece of wood that I cleared, more of Gabriel became visible. Part of his arm, the fabric of his white shirt, now stained with blood, then his white blond hair. When his face appeared it was nothing like I had predicted. In my mind I had imagined his blank eyes, staring through me in a death gaze, definitely not the grin that was painted on his face. Despite having too many cuts and bruises marring his marble white skin to count, he seemed to be in good spirits.

“I knew you’d come,” he said in a voice so low I could barely hear his words. “I saw it right after the collapse.”

A few of my tears dripped on his blood smeared face. I hastily wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. Gabriel was the one hurt and he was dry-eyed while I was acting like a wimp. His strength never failed to amaze me. I guessed his years of coping with chronic pain from his arthritis, allowed  him to smile in the face of what he had just been through.

“Are you hurt?” I asked, knowing it was the stupidest question I could have asked. Of course he was hurt how could he not be, but just how badly, I had no idea.

“I’m going to be fine,” he said. 

The characteristic twinkle that always sparkled in his eyes was there.  I wanted to believe his words more than I had ever wanted anything else in life. 

“They’ll get us out soon,” Gabriel said then coughed. He shot me a smile that was all too familiar, one that said he knew exactly what he was talking about. A bubble of blood formed on his lips. Seeing it made my already tense body lock a little tighter.

“I know,” I said. 

I tugged off my shirt then lifted his head, so I could tuck it beneath him.

“Ransom. Are you down there?” I instinctively clenched at the sound of Pa’s  voice, made gruff by years of chain smoking.

“I’m here,” I yelled back.

I stared up through the hole that I had come through. As far as I could see there was no way I could ever get back up through it, especially not with Gabriel injured. Shards of panic pierced my guts. I was helpless, and had no idea how I was going to fix everything. 

Before I could put much more thought into our predicament, I heard the buzzing sound of a power saw revving up. I was surprised that someone just happened to have a chain saw when we were in the middle of nowhere. All I could think was country bumpkins were smarter than I had given them credit for being.

“Is Gabriel alive?” Pa said.

 I hated how blunt his question had been, as though he was asking what the weather was going to be like for the next day. I ground my teeth together, trying to maintain my cool. It was baffling how even in the midst of total devastation, Pa still managed to get under my skin. 

“Ransom, answer me,” he thundered, long before I had a chance to reply. This time there was tension with a touch of panic in his tone. I knew where the anxiety came from. Gab was Pa’s cash cow, one, gauging by the frantic tone of his voice, he was scared of losing. There was no doubting that if Gabriel had been an ordinary boy, not the boy wonder healing medium, Pa wouldn’t have given two shits about what happened to him. 

“I don’t know how badly he’s hurt, but he’s alive,” I shouted into the dust filled air. I had no idea where Pa was, but one thing was certain, wherever he was, he was safe.

“They’re going to cut through to get you guys out. You need to watch for them,” he responded. 

I wondered if there was an ambulance already waiting for Gabriel or if it was on its way. I cursed the back woods location that we were in. I had no idea how far away the hospital was. I hoped it wasn’t a bandaid station like so many of the tiny hospitals in small towns. I wasn’t a doctor, but I knew that Gabriel’s injuries were much worse than could be fixed in a clinic. 

“Okay,” I yelled back. 

The sound of the saw grew closer now, seeming to be just a few feet away from us. Though I was happy that we would have help soon, I was terrified that cutting through the remaining platform might actually cause the rest of it to collapse. Trying to calm my negative visions of everything going to hell, I glanced down at Gabriel. He was still, but his expression was bizarrely peaceful, as if we weren’t in a dire situation. 

As if in response to my thoughts, the structure yawned and shifted, leaving no doubt that we didn’t have much time left. Moments later, parts of the stage rained down around us. I threw my body across Gabriel. Miraculously the area where we were was spared, but only a fool would believe that our luck wouldn’t run out soon. 

The buzzing whir of the power saw grew louder until it seemed to blot out all other sounds. A thin strip of light a several feet to our right, cracked the gloom of our prison. I locked on the tip of the saw, pushing in and out rhythmically as it cut through the thick boards. Sawdust sprayed in the air around the opening, that was gradually forming. After a few more pieces of wood fell away, our rescuer’s arms became visible, the muscles and tendons tight from wielding the power saw. Soon his face came into view. 

Bits of wood and sawdust, gathered in his thick black beard, making him look a bit like a dark Santa Claus. His eyes were squinted, deepening the wrinkles at the corners, as even more dust kicked back in his face. I locked on his camouflage ball cap that bore the logo of what must have been a local Sport and Game store called Jacks. Seconds later there was a hole big enough for us to slip through. Instead of crawling inside, the man who was to be our salvation stepped back. Another man who looked to be in his early fifties with a clean-shaven face and dark eyes, leaned in. He shone a flashlight around the space until it came to rest on us. 

I knew I should have said something, moved, done anything other than look at him blankly, but I was almost too scared to breathe with the unnerving noises that were coming from all around us. A total collapse wasn’t a possibility, it was inevitable. I only hoped that we were on the other side of the hole when that happened.

“You guys okay in there?” the man said to me, not bothering to identify himself. 

“Yeah,” I said. My voice was raspy from crud. I coughed a few times, trying to clear my lungs .

“Good. Now I need you to help me here Ransom… it’s Ransom right?” he said. His voice was calm and reassuring. I clung to it with every bit of my being.

“Yeah, it’s Ransom and this is Gabriel,” I said as if the man had no idea who we were. I knew I sounded stupid, but I was doing everything I could to stay cool, even though I felt like a guillotine was balanced by a thread above our heads.

I stared down at Gab. He had closed his eyes, and from what I could see had lost consciousness. If it was even possible, my heart beat faster. We were running out of time. If Gab didn’t get help soon he wasn’t going to make it.

“Ransom, I’m Ted, I’m a paramedic and I’m going to help your brother but it’s too hard for me to get in there so I’m going to have to depend on you to get your brother to this opening. Do you think you can do that?” he asked. 

I nodded ascent.

“Yeah,” I said, realizing he probably couldn’t see me well enough to know that I had agreed. Ted’s face was grim, yet determined. It gave me the molecule of hope I needed to snap into action.

“What do you want me to do?” I said. 

“Okay we’re going to push a backboard through the hole. I’m going to need you to put Gabriel onto the board, then strap him in. There’s a rope attached to the end so you won’t have to do much work, just guide it as we slowly pull it out.”

“Yeah, I can do that,” I said.

Moments later a wooden backboard cleared the hole and edged closer to me. Since it wasn’t far enough in, I was forced to release my hold on Gab to retrieve it. Letting go of Gabriel, even for a few seconds felt like the toughest thing I ever had to do. A few feet later my hand made purchase with the cut out at the top of the board. I tugged it toward me. The space was cramped and it was difficult to pull the backboard through the debris, but I managed to get it next to Gab. I released a relieved sigh, satisfied that I seemed to have gotten it right.

“Hang on Gabriel, it won’t be long now,” I said. 

He didn’t respond and was so still, that for a moment I was unable to move. Another loud groan from the stage and a cloud of dust, dumped pure adrenalin into my blood and shoved me back into action. 

I gazed down at Gabriel. I had carried him more times than I could count, but right then I was terrified to touch him. A million reasons why I shouldn’t move him formed in my mind. What if his leg was broken, or maybe even his spine? What if moving him left him paralyzed? 

The platform gave another shudder, silencing all my concerns. Whether I liked it or not I didn’t have a choice. I either moved him or waited for everything to fall in around us. I shook my head derisively. The tight space drew in even closer. Panic niggled at the back of my brain then a voice reminded me that I hadn’t been able to save Ma. Now history was going to repeat itself.

 I positioned Gabriel’s arms across his chest, I hated how limp they were, and how even when I had adjusted him he showed no signs of life.

“Fuck,” I breathed. “I’m going to move you now Gabriel,” I said.

His blue eyes popped wide suddenly. I drew in a stilted breath of relief. I swallowed a few times, ignoring the wave of emotions that threatened to unhinge me. The absolute trust in Gabriel’s gaze was all I needed to continue; I prayed I didn’t mess him up forever. 

“It’s okay Ransom,” he said in a soft whisper.

I pulled my eyes away from his, just long enough to unbuckle the black cloth straps that secured two grey woolen blankets to the backboard. I tucked one around Gab and used the other to line the backboard, then draped the straps to the sides. 

“You’re going to want to keep his spine as straight as possible then roll him like a log toward you. Make sure his head is facing this way,” Ted piped in. 

His voice startled me because I had been so focused on the task at hand that I had all but forgotten him. He locked me in the beams of light from the flashlight.

As gently as I could, I slipped my hands under Gabriel’s head and torso, I lifted him, tilting him as straight as possible toward my chest. I supported his neck as much as I could, then reached for the backboard that was just within my grasp. Gabriel groaned ever so slightly, a sound that would have meant little if it had come from anyone other than him. He’d had more than his share of pain and suffering over the years so a whimper for him was equivalent to a scream from a regular person. 

Sweat trailed down my forehead and temples, and every muscle in my body felt like it was stretched taut, like the over-tightened strings of a guitar. Still crouched, I slowly rotated his body until his head was facing the exit. Now more than ever I was thankful that Gabriel was such a lightweight. Positioned as Ted had instructed, I eased Gab’s back against the hard surface. He winced when his form came to rest on it, yet he didn’t utter a syllable of complaint; his quiet acceptance hurt me more than if he had cried out.

I gulped air, attempting to hold back the tears that threatened to ruin me. My fingers felt numb as I fumbled to secure the buckles over the grey blanket that covered his body. In the dim light Gabriel seemed even paler, his skin taking on a translucent, bloodless appearance. When his thin hand found mine and squeezed, I saw in his eyes that his suffering was more than I had first thought. Witnessing his absolute distress scraped another gouge in my already raw heart. Silent prayers to anyone who was listening raced through my muddled mind. 

I laid a hand on Gabriel’s cheek. His skin was smooth with a fine skim of peach fuzz. I couldn’t help but wonder if he would ever get the chance to move past puberty into manhood, or if this horrible accident would rip him away from me.  

“You’re going to be all right now Gab. They’re going to fix you,” I said. 

I tried to smile down at him, but it felt stiff and forced. I didn’t believe my own words, so why should he. 

“He’s all strapped in,” I said to Ted, who was still hovering around the opening. His flashlight stayed trained on us.

“Good Ransom, that’s very good,” he said. “Now this part might be a little tough, but I’m going to need you to do the best you can. We’re going to start pulling the backboard out. I need you to be our eyes and help guide him out safely.”

“I can do that,” I said, though I wasn’t quite sure how I could. I could barely move in the rubble. I wasn’t sure how I would manage to keep hold of the backboard, and maneuver it around the obstacles in my path at the same time.  

“You can do this Ransom. Just yell for us to stop if you need to,” Ted said as if he had read my thoughts. I was surprised how much his words of encouragement meant to me. 

“Yeah, I can do this,” I repeated. “Go ahead,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

The rope tied to the backboard went taut, and then they started dragging it toward the hole. The path was just over ten feet, but seemed like a hundred miles. Gab hadn’t moved more than a foot when the backboard pushed up against a piece of jagged wood and caught. 

“Stop,” I yelled. 

I scrambled to clear the path. My mind ordered me to hurry up, but I knew that I needed to be careful, especially now when Gabriel was so close to getting the help he needed. When I glanced down, I noticed that he had slipped back into unconsciousness. His absolute stillness did nothing to steady my already frayed nerves.

“Okay, it’s good to go,” I yelled. 

The backboard lurched to life. It got wedged a few more times yet it still gained headway, until Gab was almost within reach of his rescuers. When Ted’s hand made contact with the handle I released a breath that I hadn’t known I’d been holding. As Gabriel disappeared from my view, memories of the night they had taken Ma away in the ambulance, flashed through my mind. It had been the last time I had seen her alive.

With Gabriel safe I made my way to the hole. The man who had used the power saw to form an exit from our prison, reached for me. When I clasped his hand, warm and powerful, I almost collapsed with overwhelming relief. Gabriel was in good hands, and I was seconds away from being pulled from what felt like a dark dungeon. The man half-pulled, half-dragged me through the opening, a testament to his strength since I was no Gabriel. 

As soon as I was out, I sucked in as much clean air as my lungs could hold. The atmosphere that had less than an hour before had seemed thick and humid, tasted clean and fresh. I felt like a scuba diver who had finally surfaced and could toss away my canned oxygen. Though we hadn’t been trapped for very long, somehow the colors that surrounded me were more vibrant and alive.

 I collapsed to the ground as if someone had cut my legs at the knees. Everything, including the man, blurred around me, as I allowed the panic that had hovered at the edge of my psyche wash over and away from me. I covered my head with my hands, bobbing up and down, trying not to go back, but also knowing that I no longer had a choice. Sometimes memories of the past were stronger than any mental block you could impose on your mind.

I remembered hearing the screams and wanting to help Ma, but I had been useless, locked away in the closet like so many times before. This time I had made the mistake of running my mouth off at Pa and it had cost me dearly. Just being alone in the pitch black closet was almost too much for me to take, but when I had heard Ma screaming I thought my heart would jump out of my chest. Then Pa’s voice cut razor sharp through Ma’s shrieking. There had been another voice too, unfamiliar and male. Terror swept through me. I pounded on the rough wood of the door, desperate to be set free. 

No one came.

I continued pummeling the door until I was too exhausted to stand, then I had huddled on the floor, broken. Instinctively my hands pressed together as I tried to remember the prayers Ma had recited to me every night before I had gone to bed. No one answered my trembling pleas.

I hadn’t known how long I had been trapped in the closet, only that at some point my eight-year-old bladder had emptied its contents into my underpants, and I was soaked and cold. When the door to the closet finally opened, a police officer stood framed in the doorway. His expression had been stony cold. I was sure that he had smelled the stale urine and was disgusted by my mess, much like Pa had always been when I’d had an accident. The cop’s flinty demeanor had frightened me so much that I had fixed my eyes on the leaf green carpet of the family room, hoping to find comfort in the familiar.

“Come on now sonny it’s all over,” he said in what I knew was supposed to have been a kindly voice. It sounded more rehearsed than genuine. Before I could protest, he had taken my hand in his, and was leading me forward. Though I hadn’t wanted to go with him, I hadn’t had a choice. No one else had stepped forward to claim me. As we strode across the living room, the need to find Ma and Gabriel, just a baby at the time, had left me feeling panicked.

We continued to move forward, our feet soundless on the carpet. I refused to look up from my white-socked feet that had holes in both big toes. A few steps later I spotted the dark stains on the carpet. The police officer diverted our path, but it wasn’t far enough away from me not to have the hot stench of old pennies assault my senses. I knew it wasn’t the smell of money. 

I brought my eyes up then, like rubbernecking at an accident on the road side, I needed to see everything. There had been so much blood, spatters of red on the periwinkle blue-flowered wallpaper. On a patch of carpet near the dark wood coffee table, where I had eaten cinnamon toast and watched cartoons, a butcher knife glinted. Its blade looked like a Halloween toy, splattered with thick crimson blood. I knew it wasn’t a toy. It was the knife Ma had used to cut potatoes and vegetables and… 

“Ma,” I had hollered before I had known that my mouth was even opened. Then the policeman’s arms banded around me. Holding me still as I thrashed to be free.

“Ransom.”

I snapped my head up to see Dave. He gripped my arm in a vise hold and was unsuccessfully trying to pull me to my feet. I had no idea how much time had passed, only that Gabriel was nowhere in sight.

“We need to get away from the platform, it’s going to come down,” Dave said. 

“Okay,” I said robotically.

 I got to my feet, using Dave’s thin frame to support me. As we rushed away from the stage, hope blossomed in my chest, like a seedling sprouting in a barren field. Despite what had happened, Gabriel was going to be all right and everything would go back to normal, eventually. For so many years I wished for something different from what I had, now I wished for everything that I had grown to count on to come back.

An ear-splitting cracking noise, like the sound of a mammoth tree falling, split the air. The wide open space only served to amplify the reverberation that shook the ground beneath our feet. Dave and I bolted away, not chancing to stop, or even look back until we were well clear of the stage. When I finally glanced back all that was left was a massive pile of boards, steel poles and a mushroom cloud of dust, swirling in the afternoon air. Spotlights shone in all different directions, having fallen from their perch. The microphone gave one last high-pitched peal then went silent. Eerily as if it had been the plan the whole time, Amazing Grace drifted melodiously from the speakers, as if it was a message assuring me that everything was going to be okay.

“Oh no,” Dave said, shaking his head. 

His face went sheet white and there was anguish in his eyes. I had never seen him look that way before and it chilled me. 

“What?” I said, following the line of his vision. It didn’t take long to understand his words.

Ted and a few other paramedics were crowded around Gabriel. Paddles that started hearts flashed, blood speckled gloves snapped caps off bottles then tore wrappers off bags of fluid. A loud screech of a portable monitor alarm rang through the stillness that seemed to have dropped down around Dave and I. 

I didn’t need a psychic to know that things were going very badly. In a moment of absolute clarity, I realized that even though Gabriel had survived so far, he wasn’t out of danger yet.

Even as I watched everything happen Gabriel’s words rang clear in my mind.

“You know Ransom, fate has a way of working through your life, with or without your permission.” 


























11. LEXIE










Cramped muscles didn’t even begin to describe the aches and pains that plagued me after we hit the second day on the road. In theory, having the back seat to myself seemed like a perfect proposition, but not so much in practice. Yet now that we were only a few hours away from the small town where Gabriel Sanders was scheduled to do his last show of the season, I no longer cared.

I had spent more than my fair share of the trip pondering what I would find when we finally did see him. From what I had read on the internet, he wasn’t just a healer, but was also a gifted medium. Whether the articles that chronicled his life were true or not, I would soon find out for myself. Just the idea that I was mere hours away from talking to Mom again, made my heart skitter in my chest. I had a million things I wanted to say to her, but first would be how much I loved her. 

Trinity flipped on the radio, rap music filled the air. I leaned back against the cracked leather seat, listening to a tune by Drake, that repeated the same lyrics over and again. Trinity had been noticeably silent for most of the morning. Driving for so long had taken the shine off her personality, leaving her quiet and sullen. The feeling was mutual. After nearly two days on the road my mindless banter had dried up, and I had resorted to monosyllabic responses to questions. I felt bad for being the reason that she and Aiden were tired, especially since I wasn’t covered under the insurance plan and couldn’t share the driving. Though I would never have mentioned it out loud, elation tempered my guilt.

Shortly after the song ended, a news cast droned across the airwaves. Aiden, who was driving, was just about to change the channel when I heard something that made me sit straight up in my seat.

“Turn it up,” I ordered. 

Trinity shot me a glazed expression, clearly too beat to be affronted by my abrupt tone. She did as I asked.

“Faith healer and medium Gabriel Sanders is in critical but stable condition at the Smith Memorial hospital, following a stage collapse that injured five people including Mr. Sanders.”

My mind went blank as soon as I had heard the news. Numbness, like I felt when the police officer had told me about Mom, hardened around me. All I could think was that I must have heard wrong. Surely they hadn’t said that Gabriel Sanders, the boy who was supposed to have been my savior, had been hurt. I was sure that I had heard wrong because what were the chances of him having an unspeakable accident when we were just hours away. But as the news feed continued, I had to concede that I had heard it correctly.

“No,” I yelled, unable to moderate my voice.

Both Trinity and Aiden jumped at my sudden outburst.

“This isn’t happening, none of this is happening,” I said, on the verge of hysteria. “Maybe I heard it wrong…” I shook my head until my neck hurt. Seeing Gabriel Sanders had been the only thought in my mind from the moment that Gingerella had handed me the flyer with his name on it.

“I’m sorry Lexie, I…” Trinity started to say. She reached around and squeezed my hand, her expression was one of deep regret. I snatched my hand away as if repelled by her touch.

“Don’t be sorry because I’m going to fix this, I’m going to…”

 My words trailed off and I cast my eyes outside, frantic to come up with some way to salvage my plans. I didn’t care how it happened, but I was determined to see Gabriel Sanders, no one and nothing was going to prevent that from happening. I knew I was being callus and insensitive, but I didn’t care if he was in the hospital or on deaths doorknob, I was going to see him and get the answers I needed.

“We have to go to the hospital, if I can get into the room maybe I can…”

“No way Lexie, there’s no way we’re going to crash his hospital room. Shit, what are you thinking, he’s been in an accident he’s hurt and…” Trinity started to say. 

She gave her head a definitive shake, as if the matter had been settled. I glared at the back of her blonde head. Trinity was deluded if she thought that I was going to turn on my heel and head back home. With or without her, I was going to see Gabriel Sanders. I clenched my fists into tight balls, holding my tongue for the time being, but planning all the same. Instead of starting a fight I knew I wouldn’t win, I went silent, hoping that Trinity would shift from being pissed off to sympathizing with my predicament. Even as the thoughts filled my mind I hated how calculated I had become, yet my self-loathing wasn’t near enough to make me abandon my plans.

The quiet in the car lengthened until Aiden spoke.

“What do you think we should do?” he asked.

 He stared at Trinity. She gave him a one shoulder shrug then cast a quick glance back my way, then back to Aiden.

“I don’t know, what do you think?” she asked him, deliberately keeping me out of the conversation. It irked me that she was being so patronizing, still, I kept my mouth shut. Aiden stared at the road ahead for a long while as if considering his options. I clenched my fists so tight that I felt my fingernails pierce the skin of my palms. Every instinct in me screamed to speak up, order Trinity and Aiden to take me to the hospital, instead I silently fumed.

“I think that Lexie is right…” he started to say.

“What?” Trinity said, her voice going up a couple of octaves.

Aiden threw a hand up, and she stopped speaking.

 I did everything in my power to prevent the smile that was creeping across my face from spreading. I turned to face the window, smirking. I loved Aiden more than anyone else in the world right then, it lasted all of a minute.

“Hold up Trin, I didn’t say we should go to the hospital, only that we’ve driven all day and the last thing I want to do is turn around and drive home all night. We should stay overnight and start back in the morning.”

Trinity, who seemed ready to rip Aiden’s head off, deflated, then nodded.

“Yeah that makes sense,” she said. 

She leaned into him, covering his mouth with hers. The car swerved and Trinity broke the kiss, giggling. I wanted to strangle her. Even as I imagined my hands around her throat I felt sick. No matter what had happened, Trinity had gone above and beyond the bonds of friendship. She deserved only my undying appreciation, yet that seemed impossible to see against the feelings of desperation that were making me feel almost loopy crazy.

“Camping?” she said, grinning.

 Both she and Aiden were oblivious to the idea that Norman Bates had taken up residence in the back seat. Trinity and Aiden fell into a conversation about camping, that was accented by loads of touching, suggestive glances and more than a few unchaste kisses.

I pulled out my phone, careful to conceal it. No matter how gaga they were over the thoughts of camping for the night, I couldn’t let them see what I was up to. It didn’t take long for me to find what I was searching for. As soon as I had, I tucked my phone away, satisfied that neither of them had seen it.

“How much longer to Orion?” I said. 

I tried to keep my comment casual, it felt anything but.

Orion was a small town close to where the show was supposed to have happened and where we had found a camp ground to stay for the night. 

Trinity tugged her smart phone out of her turquoise straw purse. She checked Google maps then turned to face me. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes dreamy after her conversation with Aiden. She shot me a goofy grin that said sex was first and foremost on her mind. I wanted to be a million miles away from her because the fact that they were enjoying sex and all its carnal pleasures on a regular basis, brought my pathetic reality into perfect clarity.

I hadn’t had sex, a boyfriend or even a date, in the time since Mom had died. Not that I’d had a stellar social life prior to the night of Dallas’s party, but it hadn’t been as dismal as it was now. Sometimes I wondered if the clumsy hand job I had given Paul Triton during a game of spin the bottle would be the extent of my sexual escapades. So much of me wanted to know what it felt like to be naked with a man, have his hands explore every part of me and kiss me the way that Aiden and Trinity did. I wanted love like theirs, but knew it would never happen until I cleared up things with Mom.

Sometimes I thought I was asexual and should probably go ahead and join a convent. But when I had shared a hotel room with Trinity and Aiden, heard the sounds of their pleasure and shamelessly imagined how it would feel to be touched like that, I knew the convent was out.

“Another hour and a half,” she said.

Her face softened. She grabbed my hand, linking her long fingers with mine.

“I really am sorry Lexie, I know how much seeing him meant to you…”

 Her voice trailed off and she shot me a tired grin. I fake smiled back, hoping she wouldn’t see the lie in my expression. 

“It’s all right, at least we tried, right?” I said, not meaning a word I had just said.

I sighed loudly, as if distraught that I wouldn’t get a chance to see Gabriel. That was the farthest thing from my mind. 

“Would you guys be completely pissed if I stayed in a hotel in Apern for the night?” I said, suppressing a manufactured yawn. I already knew that Apern was a thirty minute drive past Orion and just happened to be where the hospital that Gabriel Sanders had been admitted to was. A fact that Trinity could easily have discovered with a thirty-second search on her smart phone. I hoped she wouldn’t bother to check.

No matter what had gone on with the show, I had already planned to stay in a hotel. The truth was that there weren’t enough ear plugs in the universe to block out the sounds that I would have to suffer through, or maybe enjoy a little too much, if I slept in the tent with them. The night before in the hotel room we’d shared had already proven that point. No matter how much I didn’t want it to, my body had responded to the sounds of my friend’s lovemaking sessions. There was no way I could let that happen again, not if I had a say in it. 

Trinity narrowed her eyes, before saying. 

“What are you up to Lexie?” she said. 

All empathy had left her eyes and she was all business. Trinity knew me well enough to twig when I was lying, but that was before desperation had turned me into a crazed replica of myself. Since Mom had died it seemed there were no limits to the lengths I was willing to go to get my own way. A twinge of regret made my stomach tug uncomfortably. I rapidly pushed it away, determined. Gabriel Sanders was my last chance, I wasn’t about to let him slip through my hands, not even for Trinity.

I scratched my head and half-grinned, knowing I had to pull out the big guns. 

“Have you actually heard the sounds you guys make while you’re camping?” I said, putting emphasis on the word camping. I locked on Trinity for a moment then tilted my head toward Aiden. I saw a red flush travel from his neck to his cheeks until they looked as if they had been slapped. Trinity didn’t show even a hint of embarrassment. She gave me a brilliant smile that made her blue eyes sparkle then released a soft chuckle.

“What can I say, my Aiden’s a great lay,” she said. 

I saw Aiden’s face go practically purple. I kind of felt sorry for him, but not enough to drop the subject.

I groaned.

“Whatever, but I’m not about to spend one more night cooped up with you guys, especially not in a tent where there’s no escape from the grunts and pants, and all the other strange sounds that come out of you two. I want to stay in a hotel…” 

I lowered my eyes, staring at my hands dejectedly. 

“Besides, I wouldn’t be much company, I need to be alone to…” I fabricated a quaver in my voice then blinked a few times to seal the deal.

“Oh Lexie, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have been so hard on you…” 

I heard the emotion in her tone, and knew that I had accomplished what I had set out to do. I ground my fists into my eyes enough to redden them sufficiently. I knew I was a manipulative bitch, and that Trinity and Aiden didn’t deserve to be lied to. I reasoned that it was a small lie, and that in reality they would probably enjoy the alone time. And if things went as planned they would never know that I had gone to the hospital at all.


























12. RANSOM










My legs felt like they were made of cooked spaghetti. I leaned hard on Dave, who managed not to buckle beneath my weight. The air that had just tasted so sweet had turned sour, and bitter fluid had made its way to my throat. My stomach heaved unceremoniously, then I was retching and vomiting on the knee-high hay all around me.

The last thing I wanted to do was to waste time throwing up when I should have been at Gabriel’s side, but the stress was too much to take. I couldn’t manage to reel it in enough to get my shit together. When the nausea finally passed, I saw one of the two ambulances parked on the road peal away, sirens wailing. The cloud of dust in its wake grew smaller as it disappeared down the winding dirt road.

“I need to go, I need to follow the ambulance,” I said, barely able to catch my breath. 

Dave handed me a white t-shirt that looked like it was one of his. I hadn’t even noticed that I was bare chest, since I had used my shirt to cushion Gabriel’s head. I had no idea where my shirt was now. I tugged the tee over my head. It was snug around the chest and biceps, but stretched enough to accommodate my build. I wasn’t sure if Dave would ever be able to wear it again after I was done with it though.

“I’ll take you to the hospital,” Dave said. 

His tone was calm, yet still laced with tension.

“Where’s Pa ?” I asked, finally realizing that I hadn’t seen him since the accident.

“Sanford and him followed the ambulance to the hospital in the truck.”

“Fuck Dave, what the fuck happened?” I asked, finally voicing the words that had traveled through my mind since the stage had collapsed. Dave shook his head, his expression was somber.

“I have no fucking idea,” he said plainly.

Without another word, he took my arm in his long fingers, leading me forward. Before we had got halfway across the wide expanse, separating the field from the road, a woman dressed in a white cotton short-sleeved shirt and black work pants stopped us. She was about thirty with amber-colored eyes, a freckled complexion and coppery hair that was tied back in a severe ponytail that pulled the skin on her face tight.  

“I’d like to check you out,” she said. 

It was then that I realized that she was a paramedic. Though I knew she wanted to help, the last thing I needed right then was to have anyone stop me from getting to the hospital.

“I’m fine,” I said, throwing her hand off my arm. 

I didn’t want to be rude, but I also didn’t have time to waste on an explanation. Nonplused by my less than gracious reception, she was in front of me again.

 “You have some cuts and…” she started to say.

“Listen lady I get that it’s your job to fix me up, but I can’t help you there. I need to go to wherever they’ve taken my brother…” 

My voice broke and it felt impossible to go on.

Her expression wavered then she released my arm. I moved to leave, but she stepped into my path again, a move that more than irritated me. I opened my mouth, this time I planned on making my intentions crystal clear, minus the niceties. She held up a slender hand  for me to wait.

Before she said anything, she appraised the field and the shambles of what had once been the stage. 

“Thankfully you and your brother were the only injuries that required much more than a bandaid or two, so if you’re refusing treatment then I’m done here. That means I can take you to the hospital.” 

Excitement bloomed in my chest. It felt like the first good thing that had happened all day. Not only would she be familiar with the route to the hospital, but she would also be able to break the speed limit along the way. Two things that would get us there faster than if Dave drove.

“You’d do that for me?” I asked, shocked at her offer. 

She nodded. “But only if you promise to get checked out at the hospital,” she said, arching a pencil thin eyebrow.

“Yeah, sure.” 

It seemed a small price to pay for what she was offering me

“Come on then,” she said, leading the way. “My name is Shyanne by the way,” she threw over her shoulder.

 I had been joyriding a few times in the past, but nothing compared to going full throttle in an ambulance with the sirens blaring. Not only did all the cars get out of your way, but the speed and urgency, created this wild energy that was hard to ignore. Shyanne hadn’t been lying when she had said that she could get me there in half the time it would have taken in the truck.

I glanced over at Dave who looked positively green, obviously he and extreme speed didn’t get along. It didn’t help that we were sitting on the side benches in the back of the van. The way they were positioned forced us to look across at each other, and definitely threw our depth perception into a tailspin. Since there were no windows in the back, I relied on the occasional peek through the front window to gauge our bearings. Not that it helped, owing to the fact that I had no idea where we were, or even where we were going. All I knew was that the hospital was thirty miles from where the venue had been. 

Even with my sporadic glances outside, I noticed that already the landscape had changed. Gone were the sprawling fields and dirt roads. The black tarmac of the freeway and infrastructure, said we had arrived back in civilization. I wanted to ask Shyanne how much longer it would be before we arrived, but didn’t chance distracting her. At the speed we were traveling, she needed her full concentration on the road ahead.

Dave and I were quiet, him because he was struggling not to toss his cookies, me because it felt like I didn’t have room for small talk in a brain that was so filled with horrible thoughts about Gab, and whether he would survive. I didn’t want to believe that he might already be dead, but I knew it was a possibility. Though I thought he was still alive, because if he wasn’t I was sure that I would have felt it.

The next time I looked outside I noticed that we had arrived in what looked to be a city. The single lane highway had branched out and was packed with commuters, forcing us to slow down considerably.

“It’s just a few more minutes,” Shyanne yelled back. 

My heart beat a little faster. A part of me didn’t want to know if Gabriel hadn’t made it, the other piece of me couldn’t go on another moment not knowing. Cars continued moving out of our path, like it was the parting of the Red Sea. Seeing it happen made me realize the favor that Shyanne had done for me. With traffic the way it was, there was no way that Dave and I could have kept up this kind of pace.

“You okay man?” Dave said.

 I stared over at him. He had gone from green to sheet white, a thin film of sweat peppered his brow. I almost laughed at the concept that he looked like shit warmed over, yet he was still asking me if I was all right. I couldn’t have asked for a better friend.

“Yeah, I’m okay, I just need to get to the hospital and see Gab.” 

My voice cracked. I swallowed a few times, doing my best to keep it together. It was a tough feat since the closer we got to the hospital the thicker the air seemed to get. Like I was running out of oxygen. I glanced down at my bloody hands. There were more splinters and cuts than I could count, but it was insignificant compared to what Gabriel had suffered.

“We’re here,” Shyanne said abruptly. 

I peered ahead just in time to see the sign for the hospital flash into sight. “I’m going to take you through to the Emergency department since chances are that he’s still there.”

Shyanne pulled the ambulance in front of the entrance. Illuminated red letters that spelled Emergency were positioned over the sliding glass doors. Just seeing the doors that opened and closed with every person that walked in and out, set my nerves on edge. I had always hated hospitals, despised the smell of antiseptic, the stark white of the walls and floors, and especially all the equipment that reminded me of something from a high-tech torture chamber. I knew it was a juvenile fear but it didn’t make it any less true.

Shyanne was the first out, coming around to the rear of the ambulance to open the back doors. Dave sprung forward, it was the most life I had seen from him since we had begun the drive. Cool air filtered in, making me realize how stuffy the back of the ambulance had been. I followed Dave, hopping down onto the paved lane where the ambulance was parked.

“I can’t stay long, but I’ll at least help you find out more about your brother.”

As soon as we passed through the doors of the Emergency department, the smell hit me, bringing with it feelings of dread and anxiety. Even though I knew that nothing and nobody was going to hurt me, irrational fear settled in the pit of my gut. It seemed crazy that I would have felt more comfortable in a street fight, than being in a hospital.

“Take a seat over there,” Shyanne said.

She pointed to the line of mint green padded chairs that were positioned in a square, forcing all the people waiting for a doctors care, to face one another. A thirty-two inch television was mounted on the far wall. As soon as I glanced at the screen I was sorry I had. Video of the collapsed stage streamed across the television, followed by a snapshot of Gabriel. It surprised me that the accident was already news. Sitting there, watching the pictures race across the screen, made me realize how truly lucky we had been to make it out alive. From the images on the television I knew that if not for the hasty rescue by the guy with the power saw, I would not have been sitting there at all.

Without warning, Shyanne was in front of me. Her face was impassive, clearly a trick that people who dealt with life and death on a daily basis were adept at.

“I’m sorry to say that the news isn’t good.”

All the blood seemed to rush away from my head. I felt dizzy all over again.

“Is he alive?” I managed to choke out.

Shyanne nodded. I drew in a huge shuddering breath, thankful that he had at least made it to the hospital.

“But he has a collapsed lung and he arrested a few times before they arrived. They’ve put in a chest tube, so at least he’s breathing better, but he has a lot of internal damage and…” 

I stopped listening because I had no idea what all the technical terms she was rhyming off meant, only that Gabriel was in bad shape.

I leapt to my feet. I was way beyond my limits for sensory overload.

 “I need to see him,” I said, interrupting her spiel. I knew I was being rude, but I couldn’t listen for another minute. 

I needed to see Gabriel. Only after I had laid eyes on him, could I possibly begin to comprehend exactly what she was telling me. 

“It’s chaos in there, I don’t think it’s the place for you,” Shyanne started to say. I met her protests with a haughty stare. I didn’t speak because I wasn’t sure if I could trust my voice not to quiver with emotion. 

She studied me for a few moments, the pity in her gaze was undeniable. I hated every bit of it. I didn’t want her sympathy, I wanted her help.

She shook her head as if it took every bit of her will to agree.

“C’mon,” she finally said.  

I cast a quick glance over my shoulder at Dave, who sat stiffly in a chair. His color had returned and he looked almost back to normal. I could tell by the expression of dread on his face that there was no way he wanted to come with me. 

“You stay here, okay?” I said, letting him off the hook. He nodded; there was absolute relief in his eyes. 

It was then that another question came to my mind, one that I hadn’t wanted to ask. 

“Is our father in there with him?” I asked.

Shyanne shook her head. 

“No, as far as I could see it was just medical personnel…” She scratched her head. “Maybe he’s gone to get a coffee or something,” she said.

“Or something,” I said under my breath, unable to rein in the fury that Pa was M.I.A. And that there was a very strong possibility that his ass was positioned on a bar stool somewhere around town. It was what he did when the shit hit the fan, something, though I hated to admit it, that I had inherited from him.

Shyanne led the way through the closed doors that led into the emergency room. It was like any other emergency room I had been in, lots of curtains, medical equipment and every kind of healthcare worker in perpetual motion. The sheer number of people, rushing in an out of a particular curtained section told me exactly where Gabriel was. 

It was one thing to force Shyanne to take me inside, but it was quite another to be there amongst the confusion, knowing that my little brother was so sick that he needed a dozen people to save his life.

“You sure you want to do this?”

 I hadn’t realized that I had stopped moving until her voice brought me back.

I nodded.

Shyanne walked forward. I followed. My stomach twisted into tight knots. My throat was too constricted to swallow my own saliva, but still I managed to push forward.

Even after we had slipped behind the curtain Gabriel wasn’t in view. Medical personnel crowded every bit of space around him. I was just tall enough to catch a glimpse of him, and it was enough to make me want to vomit all over again. There were so many tubes and cords coming from his body that it was difficult to recognize my little brother, whose face was as familiar as my own. 

His hair, platinum white and so unique was the only part of him that confirmed it was Gabriel. He was so still, like a mannequin washed of color, that I wondered if he had died and no one had realized yet. His eyes were closed with blue veins visible against the pallor of his eyelids. A thick blue corrugated tube trailed from the side of his mouth. The mechanical rise and fall of his chest and the erratic blip of his heart on the monitor next to his bed, told me that he was still with us.

Suddenly I questioned what I had been thinking when I had insisted that Shyanne take me to see him. She had been right, it was too much for me to see him like this. I knew that the trauma of the scene I was witnessing unfold, would play in my mind for an eternity. Then I was speaking without even knowing what I was saying.

“What the hell is happening to him?” I said in a voice that was thin with anxiety. 

No one answered me. 

I should have been thankful that they were doing everything they could for him, but I couldn’t feel grateful for much of anything. From what I saw there was a very good chance that Gabriel was going to die, and there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it.

My breath came in shallow puffs. I knew I couldn’t stay there a minute longer. I couldn’t witness Gab fighting for his life, like a fish that had been pulled from the sea and was slowly dying on the shore. Even before I cleared the Emergency room the flashbacks came, and there was nothing I could do to stop them from rushing in.

Then I was back in the hospital, the one from my past. I had needed to see Ma, to know that she was going to be fine and that all the things that had looked so scary in our house hadn’t meant anything at all. I had spotted Pa, with Gabriel tucked loosely in the crook of his arm. He had been nodding at the grim-faced doctor who was speaking to him. There had been bruises and cuts on his face as if he’d been in a fight. I raced toward them. I had been so small that they hadn’t noticed that I had slipped past them into the room. 

Everything had loomed so huge, but nothing more than the stainless steel bed at the center. That’s where I had found her. Abandoned and alone, covered by a thin white sheet that was stained with red.

Ma.

I had crawled up onto the table, curling my body around her dead form until someone eventually found me there…

Then I was back to the present, running through the halls that led to the outside. I heard Dave call my name, but I couldn’t answer him. I needed space, and time to man up, so I could be strong for Gabriel. Time to push back the memories of Ma.

And even as the thought formed in my mind another one followed. For once in my life I couldn’t help Gabriel, I couldn’t scoop him into my arms and carry him away to safety. I was so very helpless, just like I had been when Ma had died.

Warm air that smelled of exhaust and fresh cut grass, hit me as soon as I was outside. I raced down the sidewalk, skirting the people that I found in my path. I had no idea where I was going or what I was going to do, only that I needed to be away from it all because I wasn’t sure if I was strong enough not to break. I was disgusted by the fact that for once in my life, I wanted to be as far away from Gabriel as I could. Every time I remembered how he had looked, buried in medical equipment I thought of Ma. I couldn’t do it anymore; it hurt too much to relive it all.

 Only when I had spent all the air in my lungs did I stop running. I bent at the waist, gasping for breath, wishing that someone would take me away from it all, hold me in their arms and tell me that everything would be okay. But there was no one to do that for me, I knew there never would be again.

 The memories of the night Ma died, grew like tumors in my mind and no matter how many times I tried to push the thoughts away, they kept coming. My mind worked to assure me that Gabriel wasn’t going to die, the past didn’t predict the future. I wasn’t going to lose the only person that meant anything to me, it just wasn’t going to happen. 

It was then that I saw the answer to all my problems, for a little while at least. The neon sign flashed the name of my salvation, Clancy’s  Pub and Grill; it was exactly what I needed.


























13. LEXIE










“I’m not sure about this Lexie,” Trinity said, eyeing me warily. “I just don’t like the idea of leaving you here by yourself all night. Maybe Aiden and I should stay here too…”

“No,” I said a little more abruptly than I had planned. 

The last thing I wanted was for Aiden and Trinity to babysit me. Besides, if they stayed, there was no way that I would get a chance to go to the hospital, meaning all opportunity to see Gabriel would be lost. I visualized tossing them physically from my hotel room and into their car, thankfully I managed to stop myself from losing my cool. Trinity narrowed her eyes, staring at me with renewed suspicion. Things were rapidly going downhill. If I didn’t salvage the situation soon, I was going to be screwed and tattooed. 

I crossed my arms over my chest, leveling my gaze on Trinity. I worked as much innocence into my expression as I could manage. It was a do or die proposition.

“Trin, you know I love you guys, but it’s been a long ride. I just need some space to deal, you know…” I cut my eyes to the thin mossy brown carpet. In my opinion I held the pose for entirely too long before Trinity finally spoke. 

“I get it,” she said simply. 

I brought my focus to her face. Once again I recognized the all too familiar pity that had been like a mainstay in almost every one of her looks my way since Mom’s death. I didn’t deserve it, but I accepted it, knowing it was the only way I was going to get them out and to the campground for the night.

Aiden, who had hung back during most of our discussion, looked relieved that we had settled the sleeping arrangements. He came behind Trinity, wrapping his arms around her tiny waist. Witnessing their comfortable closeness and a love that seemed to grow stronger by the moment, made my heart ache for something I knew I didn’t deserve, but still wanted. Murderers didn’t rate a happy ending, they died old and alone, having lived a life of regret and loneliness. It seemed a fitting punishment for snatching away Mom’s life. 

Trinity moved forward, out of Aiden’s grasp. She embraced me in a way that made me feel protected and loved. She rested her cheek on the top of my head and I hugged her back, grateful that she had agreed to leave me alone. It was more than I ever could have asked for.

“We’re going to go now,” she said, after she had released me.

I nodded; an easy smile spread across my face.

Trinity stood a little taller. She placed her fisted hands on her hips. I knew she wanted to look imposing, but it was tough to achieve the effect considering the outfit she had just changed into. Today she was dressed in unrelieved white. Her floor length dress was made of a fabric that was so light that it fluttered softly with her every movement. The  sleeveless bodice dipped at the neckline showcasing a modest, yet in my opinion perfect, décolletage. Cinched at the waist of the dress was a gold cord that matched flawlessly with her gold tone Grecian sandals. Satiny threads of fabric twisted from the shoes and around her delicate ankles. Her hair was gathered in a loose bun with a gold olive leaf crown, perched atop her head. She looked nothing short of a Greek goddess, a fact that hadn’t been lost on Aiden, who couldn’t seem to take his eyes and hands off her form. It was surprising that even after three years together, he still looked at her as if she was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. 

As if he couldn’t help himself, Aiden planted a feather kiss on the curve of Trinity’s neck. She shivered in response. I would have been lying if I didn’t admit that once again, I was envious of their love. My jealousy always bugged me because no one deserved happiness more than Trinity and Aiden did. Even so, I couldn’t help but long for even a tenth of what they had. As soon as the thought passed through my mind I shook it away. It would never happen like that for me. I didn’t deserve it, not by a long shot.

 Aiden and Trinity threaded their fingers together then moved toward the door. Aiden whispered something against Trinity’s ear, she giggled in response.

“Camping,” she murmured back. 

She shot me a devilish grin that said that not much sleeping would be going on in their tent during the night.

“Adieu mon amie,” she said, then with a flutter of her hand like she was the Queen of the Nile, she slipped out the door. Aiden was close behind, offering me a final wink before he exited. The door closed quietly behind them. As soon as it had, I released a long exhale. Suddenly the door burst open again. Trinity popped her head in.

“No boys or drinking,” she said, wagging her finger at me. 

I knew that she had meant it as a joke, but I couldn’t stop the sinking feeling that came over me with her seemingly benign words. Because she had reminded me so much of Mom that it physically hurt.

“Fuck,” she said when she read the expression on my face. “I’m an asshole.”

She rushed back into the room and embraced me, holding me tight as if she was scared to lose me.

“I love you so much Lexie, I never want to hurt you, ever. But sometimes my mouth goes faster than my mind…” 

She sighed into my hair. “I just want you to be okay.”

“I know,” I said.

 I stepped back and covered my mouth, yawning for effect. 

“Promise to call me if you’re scared or upset, or for anything. Even if you get a hangnail, just call,” she said. It was more than obvious that she was stalling, worried to leave me alone.

“Trinity, I’m a big girl. I’ll be fine. Seriously you worry way too much. It’s not the Cabin in the Woods, it’s a Howard Johnsons for shit sakes.”

She laughed aloud, then with one final look my way, disappeared through the door. This time she didn’t return. Relieved to finally be alone, I fell back onto the double bed. The pink and teal floral bedspread felt stiff, and smelled like industrial fabric softener; much like every other hotel bed I had ever slept in. It certainly wasn’t the Hyatt, but it definitely served the purpose and was, as luck would have it, walking distance from the hospital. Not that I planned on walking at night alone. I was desperate not stupid.

The shower was hot, the stream strong. Driving all day had left me feeling dirty. I was more than happy to have a shower. I tied my hair in a pony tail, still a little shocked at the color of it, which I had dyed black on a whim. It was drastic against my too pale skin, but somehow made my hair appear sleeker. I dressed in a fresh pair of jeans, a fuchsia tee and tennis shoes, then strode to the main desk to call a cab. It seemed odd that I was impossibly blasé about going to the hospital to see a celebrity faith healer, who was quite possibly fighting for his life. I knew I was being more than a little selfish, yet my obsession to contact Mom blotted out all my hesitations. 

A twentyish Hispanic guy was manning the main desk. He was cute, bordering on hot, with smoldering eyes and dark hair that was tied back in a pony tail as long as mine. He stared at me warmly when I approached him. I couldn’t help but grin back. I was suddenly self-conscious about my crappy outfit. He was dressed professionally, in a crisp white shirt and slate grey dress pants. I looked like a complete scrub next to him. Not that someone who looked that good would have ever bothered to look at me. The guy, whose name was Pedro, called me a cab, smiling graciously at me intermittently. Every time he smiled he showed every one of his teeth, that appeared pure white against his café-au-lait skin. I knew I was ogling him, but it felt impossible not to. He was the kind of guy you saw in magazines, not at the front desk at a Howard Johnsons. 

While I waited outside for my cab, I gazed at the city, lit up for the evening. Huge moths fluttered around the streetlights, showing that even the bugs were bigger here than at home. A few minutes later a yellow cab pulled up to the side of the street. The cabby, a man in his late fifties, with a pot belly and a short-sleeved blue cotton shirt, rolled down his window and yelled out.

“Are you Miss Adams?”

I nodded, opening the door to the back. The cab smelled like cabbage and floral air freshener with an undertone of oniony sweat. I was thankful that the ride wasn’t going to be very long.

“Where to?” he asked.

“Smith Memorial Hospital,” I said, as if I actually had a legitimate right to be going there.

“Sounds good,” he said, flipping on the meter. 

Then we were on our way.


























14. LEXIE










Dusk had turned into night in the short distance from the hotel to the hospital. What should have been a ten minute walk, had stretched to twenty minutes because of all the one way streets that had us going too many directions to keep up. I paid the cabbie, giving him a sizable tip, then stepped out onto the sidewalk that edged the hospital entrance. 

I hadn’t really thought much about what the hospital would look like, so had no preconceived ideas about what I would find. The fountain that was positioned at the entrance was constructed of grey stone bricks and was probably the size of a small swimming pool. The spout of water that was at its center, shot up at least thirty feet into the air. The spurting water was lit by white and colored spotlights that gave it a rainbow appearance. Despite the enormity of the fountain, the hospital seemed smallish. Wedged between buildings that towered high above its roof, the worn façade of the hospital made it appear as if it had been there long before the other buildings.

As I moved toward the sliding glass door, I noticed a few people milling around the entrance, puffing on cigarettes that were probably banned inside. No one gave me a second look. I was silently pleased that I was blending in so well. I hoped the same held true when I got inside.

The interior of the foyer confirmed that I had been correct in my assumptions about the age of the place. Despite the highly polished blonde hardwood floor, and fresh coat of paint on the walls, the place had an old feel. Dated water radiators were painted the same eggshell color as the walls, and were backed by white colonial style wainscoting. A hospital pharmacy was to my left and a gift shop just beyond it. 

The sleek Cherrywood information desk was massive, taking up most of the center of the room. Several computers sat just behind the rounded counter. I hoped one of the women sitting at the computers would tell me where Gabriel Sanders was.

Though I had gone over the plan in my head several times before I had arrived, I was still nervous. I had everything riding on seeing Gabriel, but there were so many things that could go wrong since I had no right to be there and most definitely no business seeing him. Guilt niggled at the back of my mind, I rapidly shoved it away. 

There were several women of varying ages, sitting at the information desk. Knowing that I needed as much cooperation as possible, I quickly targeted an elderly woman who looked like everyone’s favorite grandmother. Her sharp green eyes studied the computer screen in front of her through gold-framed half moon spectacles, perched on her thin nose. I was just about to open my mouth to ask her what room Gabriel was in, when I heard a ruckus behind me. I spun around to see half a dozen people, with camera’s and microphones, pour into the foyer. As soon as I recognized who they were, my heart sunk.

“Shit,” I breathed. 

I turned back to the information desk, determined to get the details I needed, despite the fact that a whole posse of news reporters had just cluttered the space. There was no doubt in my mind that they were there to see Gabriel, just like I was. The elderly lady dragged her gaze from the jostling group behind me. Even before I opened my mouth to ask, I knew I was too late. The gaggle at the entrance had spoiled every chance I had of finding out where Gabriel was. I felt tears gather at the back of my eyes. Crying was the very last thing I wanted to do, but I didn’t have the strength to stop.

“I…” I said, opening and closing my mouth a few times. 

I struggled to hold it together long enough to ask her the one pertinent question I needed answered. But it seemed that whatever control I’d had slipped away from me. The solitary belief that had buoyed my hope that I could change the past, was rapidly slipping down a rushing river and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it.

“I wonder if you could tell me what room Gabriel Sanders is in?” I said, my voice faltering. Whatever sliver of hope I’d had was immediately squashed by her cold glower. I didn’t need words to know that there was no way in hell that I was going to see him today, or any other day for that matter.

“Are you family?” she said curtly. 

I nodded my head with mock conviction. I knew she saw right through it. 

“I’m here for a statement about Gabriel Sander’s condition.” 

The woman who had spoken was tall and slender, dressed in a black power suit. She had so much hairspray coating her shoulder-length auburn hair that it probably wouldn’t have moved if she had been standing in a hurricane. I glared over at her, furious at her complete lack of manners. My irritation went unnoticed, as she focused on the lady I had just spoken to. I wasn’t normally a violent person, but it took all of my will not to shove her aside. Seconds later, as if in response to my silent threat, I was jostled by two more reporters competing for the elderly clerk’s attention. When a spate of questions rained down on her, all she could do was sit there with a dazed expression on her face. I almost felt sorry for her despite her less than helpful reception.

With nothing else to do but retreat, I backed away from the now crowded desk. As I did, I managed to almost knock over two cameras that had been positioned on tripods in the short time since the press had arrived.

“Hey, watch out,” a man hollered at me. 

It was enough to break whatever composure I’d had left. I felt hot tears stream down my cheeks then I was shoving through the bodies that blocked my path. I didn’t know where I was going, only that I needed to be somewhere else. Being in the hospital just reminded me that I had nothing left. And just like that everything that I had fought to ignore, Mom’s death, my last words to her, the lies, and all the guilt that said that I was responsible for her death, converged on me. It took every bit of my will just to keep moving.

The outside air felt stagnant and polluted. I worked hard just to continue to breathe. I swallowed repeatedly against the lump in my throat. Even as I hurried down the street with no destination in mind, I tried to come up with some sort of alternate plan.

 I literally had nothing at all. There were no more psychics, no more leads, even Trinity had had enough of my obsession.

 I continued charging down the sidewalk, banging into several people as I did. I actually knocked a middle-aged man on his butt in my haste, yet I couldn’t bring myself to slow down. The neon sign that suddenly came into view seemed to call to me. I wasn’t a drinker. In fact I had steered clear of alcohol all together since Dallas’s party, but right then I needed to do something to shut it all down. I knew if I allowed the monster to come out of the box, and with it all the pain and regret, I was going to fall apart. 

I pushed through the door, launching myself into Clancy’s Bar and Grill. For no reason other than I needed a diversion, I was determined that I was going to get a drink no matter what it took. I prayed that no one carded me since I was more than a few months shy of twenty-one.

As I moved further into the bar, I noticed that it was quite crowded given it was a weekday night. The place was much larger than I had expected, probably capable of seating at least one hundred people. Much like the name suggested, the bar had a distinctly Irish feel about it. There were signs indicating that they served Harp Irish lager and of course Guinness. The chalkboard hanging on the far wall, stated that the daily special was corned beef and cabbage. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I strode purposefully to a free table-for-two, in a secluded corner. I hoped the lighting would be enough to hide any signs that I wasn’t quite of age.

I slipped into one of the smooth dark wood chairs at the table, picking up a menu almost as soon as I did. Eating was the last thing I felt like doing, but I was certain that ordering food would be a great way to take the emphasis off my age and put it on the food. It was odd that as soon as I was focused on something like getting served in a bar, all my other troubles slid out of sight. The tears that had so readily given away my feelings, dried up. I scanned the menu for a few minutes and decided on the traditional Irish beef stew special, that just happened to be served with a Guinness. I figured after I’d had one beer at my table the rest would come without issue. Just as I was folding the menu, a petite waitress dressed in tight-fitting jeans and a lime green tee that said Clancy’s bar, made her way to my table. I watched her money belt bounce around her waist as she walked.

 “What can I get you?” she said, not really bothering to study me. I released a quiet sigh of relief.

“I’ll have the Irish stew and Guinness,” I said, hoping the nervousness threading through me wasn’t audible in my voice. She scribbled my order on a white pad then brought her gaze to my face. Up close she looked a lot younger than I had originally thought. She was probably closer to her early twenties than the thirties I had pegged her at. Her eyes were artificially blue from the colored contacts she wore, and were lined in black, giving her a sultry appearance. She oozed sex appeal and confidence. I silently wished that I had even a tenth of what she had. Though our ages were pretty close, I didn’t feel like a woman yet, just a teenager posing. As if the day Mom had died had frozen me, halted my maturity. 

Because how many girls my age were still virgins. Besides the hand job incident, I hadn’t really had a robust dating life. In fact if I didn’t count the time that Guy Smith, a total nerd, had offered to pay for my pizza when about fifteen of us were out at Gia’s Pizza Palace, I could have counted the number of my dates on one hand. I snapped out of my thoughts to find that the waitress had already gone. It was a blatant testament to how totally messed up I was. 

I startled when she clunked a beer down in front of me a few minutes later. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said with a smile. Her lips were full and thick with red shiny lipstick. Her two front teeth had a wide gap that gave her smile more character. 

“Are you okay?” she asked before I had a chance to respond. I shook my head, ticked off that I had managed to do the exact thing I hadn’t wanted to, make her notice me.

“I’m fine, I just really need a beer, you know, that kind of a day,” I said as if I was in the pub every other day of the week. She nodded ascent, tapping a pencil on her jeans.

“Oh yeah I get it,” she said. “I’ll keep the cold ones coming your way.” 

She shot me another grin and was gone. I was more than a little embarrassed that I wanted her to stay and talk to me. How much of a loser was I, that I needed to make small talk to random strangers.

I took a big gulp of my Guinness, swallowing around the flavor, that was yeasty with a bitter aftertaste. I wasn’t a fan of beer, but right then anything that would numb me a little was welcome. By the time my food came, I had almost pushed through my first beer. My head was spinning and even though I hadn’t intended on eating much, beer on an empty stomach was a bad idea. 

“Enjoy,” the waitress said hurriedly, as she placed a steaming bowl of stew in front of me. In the time that it had taken to get my food the bar had picked up considerably. More people crowded along the polished wood counter, that ran the length of the place.

The waitress was gone before I had a chance to thank her. I stared down at my food and had to concede that it smelled divine. The bowl was mounded with new baby potatoes still in their jackets, carrot coins and bright green peas. The succulent beef was lean and tender and drenched in the tastiest gravy that I had ever had. I couldn’t help but be amazed at how such simple ingredients could be so delicious. I devoured the bowl of stew, even sopping up the remaining gravy with broken bits of the crusty bread that had been served on the side.

The concentration that I’d had when I had been eating had given me several minutes of mindless pleasure. Only after the last crumb was gone did all the events of the day rush back in. Unable to deal with the emotions that were threatening to crack me wide, I knew I needed to revive the buzz that had fizzled with my hearty meal. 

The place was hopping with people and tucked away in the corner, it was easy for me to be ignored. An overwhelming need to escape reality had a way of making you do things that you would never have expected. Without thought I climbed up on my chair, signaling above the crowd to a waitress that was passing by. Unperturbed by my bold move, she smiled and waved, letting me know that she had gotten the message.

The next beer, this time a local brand, went down with more difficulty. This  time it was less about the taste than it was about trying to put more in my already overstuffed stomach. I finally managed to get it down and had ensured that as soon as I was remotely ready, another beer was waiting for me. The alcohol kicked in full force after I had downed my fourth beer, a feat that I had never managed before. Suddenly and without fanfare, I was pleasantly plastered.

“Hey you wanna dance?” 

I startled then turned to face the guy standing over me. He grinned warmly. I returned his smile with one of my own. He was cute enough, with bright blue eyes, full lips and a friendly boyish charm. His shoulder length blonde hair was tousled and damp around the temples, strands of it curling from the humidity on his sharp cheek bones. 

“Dance?” I repeated. 

I had no idea what he was talking about, since as far as I knew there wasn’t a dance floor in the bar.

He took my hand in his, as if we had known each other for a while. With a slight tug he pulled me to my feet. Now that I was standing I realized he was even taller than I had first thought. In my estimation he was at least six-foot-six, but what he had in height wasn’t matched by bulk. He was slender to the point of being scrawny, but whatever weight he did have was wiry muscle.

“It’s over there,” he said, pointing toward a crush of bodies that formed what appeared to be an impenetrable wall. 

“They move the tables out of the way after they close the kitchen,” he explained. Clearly my expression must have indicated that I didn’t believe him.

I shrugged. “Yeah okay,” I said. 

It felt a little odd that he was still holding my hand. I understood the reason when we tried to maneuver through the tangle of people blocking our way. There was no doubt that without him guiding me, I would have easily been swallowed by the crowd. And just when I thought that he was taking me on a wild goose chase, the throngs of people parted, and a makeshift dance floor appeared. I hadn’t noticed the retro disco ball, shooting strobing multicolored lights in every direction until we were standing beneath it. 

The guy took both of my hands in his, drawing me closer until our bodies were inches apart. I was more than a touch drunk, but even I had to acknowledge that it felt weird that he was being so hands-on with me. I had no idea who he was, or even his name for that matter. 

His palms found a place on my hips and he swayed to the music, it wasn’t hard to tell that he was a super dancer. I couldn’t ever seem to find the beat in a song. But the alcohol was enough that most of my usual inhibitions were buried, as I tried to match his moves. 

I rotated my hips in slow circles, trying to copy some of the girls that were gyrating around us. The next thing I knew he was behind me, grinding his body against me. The sensible part of me was mortified that I was dancing so intimately with a stranger, but the drunk me, let it all go. The music poured over me in rhythmic beats and I was lost in the sensation of heat and the salacious sexual tension that cascaded from my partner. It wasn’t hard to tell that he wanted me, and I couldn’t help but like it. Nobody ever wanted me like that. I rubbed my butt against his crotch a bit harder than I had planned. He groaned into my ear.

“I like bad girls,” he said. 

His voice was smooth like Baileys Irish Cream over ice. I almost laughed out loud at his comment. I was so far from being a bad girl, but for that moment I played the part, pressing a little firmer against him. His appreciation was immediate. I leaned my head back to look up at him and when I did I saw the hunger in his gaze, like he wanted to devour me. He slid his hands up the length of my torso, coming to rest on the strap of my bra. 

 It excited me, but also set off alarm bells, from the way he was looking at me he was planning for more than just a dance. Before I could look away he caught my mouth in his, his tongue searched my mouth greedily and his hands cupped my breasts in a move that left me flustered and feeling dirty. What had begun as apprehension rapidly shifted to trepidation. This guy wanted me in a way that I wasn’t even remotely ready to give him. 

I jerked away suddenly. His expression shifted to surprise with a tinge of irritation. The surrealness of  the situation hit me hard. I needed to escape. Without a word, I pushed through people, desperate to get away from the situation, away from him. I wasn’t the person he thought I was. 

Relief washed over me when I spotted my table. I just managed to collapse onto the chair when absolute dizziness crested over me. My churning stomach made me regret the beer I had drank and the food that I had eaten. Even as I tried to ignore how squeamish I felt, I knew that I was going to be sick. This time when I got to my feet the full force of the alcohol had its way. I staggered. The only thing that saved me from falling flat on my ass were the people that were pressed up against me. 

What had been fun before was all wrong now. Even to my dulled senses, the music was too loud, the space scorching hot. Cold sweat, the kind that precedes vomiting, coated me. I swallowed repeatedly, praying that I would make it to the restroom before I barfed all over the floor.

There was a lineup outside the door to the restroom, but I didn’t care. I shoved my way through and inside. As expected all the stalls were taken. I had planned to cut ahead as soon as someone exited, but my stomach didn’t agree to waiting. I spun to face the sinks, and with no other choice, evacuated my Irish stew without ceremony.

“That’s just nasty,” someone said from behind me. I was too sick to feel ashamed, but there was always later to regret my actions.

 Even after I had finished throwing up my recent meal, and what seemed like everything I had eaten all day, my stomach didn’t relent. Dry heaves had me retching and coughing. When it finally stopped, I shifted to the adjacent sink, washing out my mouth and splashing water on my face. After I had dried my face with a paper towel, I chanced a look at my reflection. 

My ponytail was half falling out, my eyes were puffy and rimmed in red, my nose matched my eyes. Whatever makeup I’d had on was gone, leaving black circles of mascara and eyeliner ringing my eyes. 

Quite simply I looked like shit. 

Tears dripped down my cheeks without my volition, then I was suddenly sobbing. It seemed impossible to get hold of myself.

I felt so alone.

“Are you all right?” someone said. 

I heard compassion in the voice and detested that it had been directed at me. I didn’t deserve sympathy. I didn’t deserve anything. Frantic to get out of there, I pushed through the bodies that obstructed my path. People protested my rough manhandling, but it wasn’t enough to make me stop. I needed to be outside, I needed to talk to Trinity I needed…my mom. I struggled to catch my breath as I fought to block out the image of my mother the last time I had seen her, when I had been so hateful to her. Then the words pushed into my mind, unbidden and paralyzing.

 I’ll send you an angel to let you know I’ve made it to heaven…I’ll send you an angel… 

Everything became a blur as I shoved my way through the crowd outside the bathroom. Only after I had spotted the exit did I slow a little. I made one final sprint to the door, as if I was running for my life. Then I was outside. As soon as the door closed behind me, there was quiet. A slight breeze made my disheveled hair flutter around my head.

 The street was empty and it didn’t take long for me to see that there were no taxis available. Still fuzzy from drinking, I thought about going back inside the bar to call a cab, but even as I tossed a glance over my shoulder, I knew I couldn’t do it. I was moments away from another meltdown, going inside would only hasten the inevitable, not to mention that I didn’t want to face the guy I had cut out on again. I dug in my pocket for my cell but it was dead since I had forgotten to charge it the night before.

I stared down at my watch, shocked that it was already 1:00 a.m. Knowing I  was just a few blocks away from my hotel, I decided to hoof the short distance. I heard Trinity’s and even my mother’s voice like phantoms in my ear, admonishing me for doing something so reckless. I ignored them. I needed to get away from it all, pass out for a while and forget that I had lost everything. I knew that I would have to eventually accept that my life was in tatters, but I didn’t have to do it right then.

The full moon was bright above me, illuminating the sidewalk as I walked. I teetered and almost fell a few times as I moved. The remnants of my beers were still weighing heavily on me. For the most part the alcohol managed to cloud my mind enough that every time a thought about Mom, Trinity or even Dad surfaced, it faded as rapidly as it had come. Unfortunately the mind-numbing side effects of alcohol was also the very thing that prevented me from detecting that danger was near.

As I rounded a corner into a noticeably darker area, I felt a hand grab my arm. In rapid succession, I was tugged back then twirled around. It was too black to really see the man that was holding my arm. His silhouette said he was reed thin, and that he towered over me by several feet. His hair was shaggy, falling to his shoulders in a tangled mat. I clutched my purse a little tighter, more than willing to give him all the money in my wallet if he just let me go. 

“Why did you take off so quick?” he asked. 

His voice was familiar. I immediately recognized him as the guy I had danced with.

“Look I’m sorry…,” I started to say, but stopped when he came dangerously close. What had felt naughty and a little fun on the dance floor took on a whole new meaning now. Whether it was valid or not, this guy thought I owed him something. His breath was hot on my face. Even his smell, that had been a hint of cologne and fermented beer had shifted. Now he stunk of sweat, stale cigarette smoke, and sour milk. I cringed at the thought that I had actually kissed him.  

Without warning he gripped my arms in his spindly fingers, hard enough that it hurt. He shoved me backward. Utter panic brought a scream to my lips. 

“Help me.” 

I prayed that someone would hear my plea and save me. But gauging from the lack of people I had seen on the street, that didn’t seem likely. Faster than seemed possible, he slapped an icy hand across my mouth. All chances of calling for help were gone. Then I heard another male voice and the dread that had already cloaked me in a blanket of cold, peaked. 

“Get her into the alley,” the other guy said. 

I couldn’t see where he was but I felt a new set of hands tug my arms back. I tried to kick at the first guy, but he dodged expertly. The person behind me banded an arm across my chest then shoved a wadded piece of cloth into my mouth. It tasted like mud, but it was the last thing I needed to be concerned about. Tears sprang to my eyes, knowing what would come next. They were going to rape me, take my virginity brutally and I couldn’t stop it from happening. I made a whimpering sound in my throat, knowing it wasn’t enough for anyone to hear. The effects of the alcohol evaporated, there was nothing like sheer terror to sober you up. A million regrets lodged in my brain.

Then I was airborne, carried as if I were a doll. The toes of my runners dragged against the concrete as I wiggled my feet frantically, trying to make purchase. It was no use. I had almost no chance against one person, but with two of them, the odds were beyond dismal. My mind screamed to be released, to go back in time, to have never gone to the hospital, or to the bar and especially to have never drank so much that I had lost all sensibility. But I couldn’t change any of the choices that had put me in that moment, no more than I could go back and change the night that Mom had died.

Seconds later we were in the alley. The narrow space between the buildings was shielded from sight on the sidewalk. A naked bulb in a curved metal fixture affixed to a building to my left, brightened the space enough to see a little better. In the murky pool of light that lit the space, the guy that I had danced with came into better view. And the absolute averageness of his face made me feel worse than if he had been a thug. Because people who did these kinds of things, people Mom had always warned me about weren’t supposed to look like this. Rapists were supposed to be like in the movies, tattooed and scarred, not preppy college boys. He wasn’t supposed to look like the boy next door, like someone who would carry the groceries out to your car and…

Stunned by the reality of what was happening, I watched as he undid the gold buckle of his leather belt, then popped the top button of his jeans. I squirmed with every ounce of energy I had left in my reserves. It did nothing to loosen the grip that had me trapped like a bird in a cage. When his jeans fell down his hips, leaving him in just his Calvin Klein underwear, I felt my stomach heave. His erection pushed against the front of his cotton boxer briefs. It was more than disgusting that he was actually aroused by the fact that he was about to rape me.

No, no, no…

“Her tits are small but they’ll do,” he said, reaching for the hem of my t-shirt. His fingers felt glacial against my exposed stomach. I shivered involuntarily. The guy holding me stuck his tongue into my ear and laughed. It was the most spine-chilling sound I had ever heard. My body clenched and I squeezed my eyes shut, accepting the inevitable. In that moment I longed to go to sleep, to not know what was happening to my body. There was nothing left for me to do but pray that it would end soon. Resigned to my fate I went limp in the arms that held me, and it was at that very same moment that all hell broke loose.


























15. RANSOM










I read the text message from Dave, relieved that he’d had the balls that I lacked. While I had hightailed it to a bar to get shit-faced, Dave had actually hung around the hospital. He had been a true knight in shining armor, keeping me posted on all that was going down there. His latest text had said that Gab had made it through surgery okay and was in critical but stable condition. The relief that had filled my chest was matched only by the guilt that I felt at not being there at my little brother’s side. I despised my cowardice, but more than that I loathed my father’s blood that ran through my veins. 

It made no sense that the very behavior that I hated in Pa, his inability to deal with sickness and hospitals, calamity in general, had rubbed off on me.There was absolutely no excuse for being a no-show when Gabriel needed me the most. I had no reasonable explanation for ducking out other than pure unadulterated terror. 

The old saying by Dr. Seuss that I had lived by my whole life was” be who you are and say what you feel because those who mind don’t care, and those who care don’t mind,” summed it up. I knew Dave wouldn’t judge me for taking off, he was one of the few people other than Gabriel who actually got me. 

I leaned in against the bar counter, sipping on the beer I didn’t need. I had gone from a little buzzed to mostly toasted a few back. Seeing that things were better, made me want to go back to the hospital. But I had no right carousing back in there like I owned the place when I was drunk. I downed the rest of my beer, finally ready to be freed of the place. 

Clancy’s had been deserted when I had sat my ass down at the bar, but was now packed with people. There were a few babes that had caught my attention, but nothing that would have stopped me from sobering up a little so I could hang out at the hospital until I could see Gab. I pushed through the throngs of people who were in various stages of inebriation. Before I hit the door, a tiny brunette who didn’t look old enough to be in the place, shoved me hard enough that I stumbled.

“Hey,” I growled, then broke into laughter. 

I was too happy that Gabriel was coming around to be pissed at some broad who had decided to leave her manners at home.

As soon as the fresh air hit me, it had the opposite effect from what I had hoped, leaving me feeling even more drunk than before. Deciding that the hospital was out of the question, for the next little while at least, I went to plan B, an all night diner with loads of coffee. I strode down the sidewalk, scoping for a place that would fit the bill. It wasn’t surprising that it took every bit of my will just to walk a straight line. The last thing I needed was to get tossed in the drunk tank for the night. 

Away from the piped in music at Clancy’s the night was quiet, so much so that I heard crickets chirping in the strips of grass that separated the sidewalk from the street.

“Help me.” 

The voice was high-pitched and distraught. It took my paralyzed senses a few minutes to register where it had come from. As I moved toward the alleyway, my best guess at where the scream had come from, I heard muffled male voices. You didn’t need to be a brain surgeon to know that nothing good was happening in the shadows between the brick buildings. 

There were of them. Based on their slick clothes they were college nerds and by the way they were holding the girl against the wall, they didn’t appreciate the word no. The asshole in front of the girl, had his pants down to his knees with his dick already out. In a quick survey I noted that he was a couple of inches taller than me, but like Dave he was skinny as a stick. The bare cheeks of his ass seemed to glow white in the pale moonlight. I wanted to kick him between those naked cheeks until my foot came up through his mouth, probably more than I wanted to draw in my next breath.

Without another thought I barreled forward. Fury, like molten lava bubbled up in my chest. I needed to save her, because no one had the right to treat a woman like that. Rape was a cowards game and in my opinion anyone who violated a woman like that deserved a slow painful death. 

I wrapped my arm around the tall guy’s neck, putting him in a headlock. Stunned by my attack he stumbled back against me. Before I had a chance to get in another move, I felt a blow land hard on my temple. A little disoriented by the punch, I released the guy that I had been holding. I shook my head a few times trying to get my bearings. As I swayed, I locked on the other guy who had been holding the girl. This fellow was meatier than his friend, with short spiky blonde hair, and a smooth shaven face that looked like everyone’s favorite varsity football star. Clearly he was the muscle in the duo. 

Before I could right myself, he round housed me across the jaw then jabbed me in the guts with a solid punch. My breath came out in a whoosh. A second later I felt an arm clamp around my neck, choking me. The jerk with his pants down had recovered enough to get me in a headlock. Now pinned in place, the jock advanced on me, pummeling my stomach like a boxer on a speed bag. I flexed my abs, something I had learned a long time ago, after I had read an article about Harry Houdini and his gut of steel. The jock was panting with exertion as he continued hammering my stomach. His concentration on pounding the crap out of me, allowed me the time to recover from the initial punch to the head.

“You like that you motherfucker?” Jock dude said as he delivered blow after blow.

“Beat the fucking shit out of him Leif,” the other guy cheered from behind me. Oddly I couldn’t help but hope that the guy who’d had his pants down had bothered to pull them up. The idea of some jerk-offs naked dick against my ass seemed worse than getting the crap beat out of me.

In the midst of the chaos, the brunette, who I had noticed was just a slip of a thing, was screaming like a banshee. With the pipes on her I knew that someone would definitely hear her soon. The guy who had me around the neck must have gotten tired of listening to the girl yelling, because he released his hold on me and backhanded her across the mouth. She slammed hard against the brick wall, sliding down the face of it slowly. Her eyes fluttered like she was going to pass out. A trickle of blood seeped from her nose. Seeing her like that triggered a barrage of memories, so now instead of a stranger there on the ground it was Ma. 

A burst of adrenalin flooded my veins and everything came together in high definition. I growled deep in my throat then let the crazy wash over me like a tidal wave. The girl going down had been enough to shift Leif’s attention and it was all the time I needed.

Momentarily free, I spun around to face the guy who had been holding me. His gaze met mine just as I delivered a quick snap to the tender spot just below his right ear. I knew from experience and my keen interest in learning everything I could about martial arts, one hit there, an area where a bundle of nerves made you vulnerable, would be enough to take the guy out of the equation. For a little while at least, and that’s all I needed. It helped that he was a little taller than me, making the trajectory just right. His eyes widened for a fraction of a second then he dropped like a stone to the pavement. 

Before I had a chance to scope out Leif’s position, he had already delivered a solid hit to my ribs. It was hard enough to have me wondering if he had cracked a few in the process. Determined to end it before the cops arrived, I swallowed against the pain and threw a round house kick to the left side of his jaw. His block-shaped head snapped to the side and seconds later he had joined his buddy on the ground. With the asshole down for the count, I turned my focus to the girl who was just getting to her feet. 

She zigzagged and almost fell back down. I caught her in my arms. Her small hands grasped my biceps much like Gabriel did, and it left me feeling like I wanted to protect her. I hadn’t been able to save Ma or even Gab for that matter, but I could help this girl. I scooped her into my arms. She nuzzled her face against the crook of my neck as if she was made to fit there. It seemed a bit weird having someone I didn’t even know by name do something so intimate, but I wasn’t exactly about to complain. She had just dodged getting raped in an alley by two assholes, allowing her a little comfort wasn’t that far out of the question.

“Mmmm…you smell good,” she said, nuzzling my neck. I chuckled as I stepped out of the alleyway.

“What the hell are you doing with that girl there,” a male voice said from a few feet away from me. I shook my head. It was becoming a habit for me to get in trouble for stuff that I didn’t do. Clearly I had the kind of look that made people think I was up to no good. The fellow who looked to be in his mid-forties had a blonde bimbo swinging off his arm. With his silver-streaked dark hair and round-framed glasses, he had an air of money. He eyed me suspiciously. 

“I just saved her from getting attacked by those two jackwads in the alley,” I said. The curvy blond spoke of high-class escort services. She puckered her puffy pink lips in surprise, but didn’t say anything.

“Well if that’s true then you should wait for the police to take a report…” he started to say. 

I was already walking away. The last thing I needed was to get brought in for questioning. No matter how much I wanted to believe that I wouldn’t get blamed for what had happened in the alley, I wasn’t certain that they wouldn’t find some way to spin it so it was my fault. Besides, the last thing I could afford was for the press to get hold of information that might smudge our family name. Getting in trouble was one thing, but bringing Gab into it, especially when he was fighting for his life, was not going to happen.

“Hey there, stop,” the guy yelled after me. 

I ignored him, picking up my pace until I reached an intersection. I turned right. The girl in my arms groaned, bringing her head up with a quick jerk that caught me square on the chin. A spark of pain exploded in my jaw, forcing me to stop. I had to admit I preferred the cuddling to this. 

“Ouch,” she said, rubbing a spot on the top of her head. 

She tilted her face to mine as if seeing me for the first time. I glanced down at her, my head was still spinning from everything that had happened, not to mention the most recent hit to the jaw. With her face so close and with the makeup around her turquoise eyes smudged, her peepers looked huge like a Slow Loris monkey. 

“My sentiments exactly,” I said, then laughed out loud. 

After all that had happened in the past twenty-four hours it felt good to enjoy a little levity. She shot me a puzzled expression then seemed to get her bearings. 

 “Oh my god you’re carrying me I…you can put me down,” she said. 

She touched her hair as if she was trying to put it in place, but then dropped her hand away, obviously deciding there was no point.

I gingerly lowered her until her runners touched the sidewalk. Even though she waved me off, she was still a bit unsteady on her feet. As if it was an afterthought, she touched at the few drops of blood that marred her pale skin.

“I’m bleeding,” she said, her voice flat.

“Yeah that asshole really clocked you one,” I said. 

I dug in my pocket and pulled out a white cloth handkerchief that I always carried, another part of Pa that had rubbed off on me. This time though it had come in handy. I offered it to her.

“For your nose,” I said, motioning to the blood that had reduced to barely a trickle.

“Thanks,” she said, taking it from me. She eyed it.

“Are you sure that it’s okay to use this? I’ll probably stain it,” she said.

“Keep it,” I said.

She dabbed at the blood, then surprise lit her expression.

“Oh my god, I…shit. They…they wanted to rape me and I…” 

She stared down at her jeans with the bloody handkerchief clutched in her fist. Both she and I noticed that they had been unbuttoned and the zip was all the way down. The look she gave me was easy to read. The subsequent fear in her eyes had me racing to ease her discomfort.

“They didn’t rape you,” I said, knowing that she needed to hear it as much as I needed to say it. I couldn’t witness her stress over thinking that she had been violated.

She stumbled back. I caught her around the waist, pulling her toward me before she fell backwards over the curb. Once again she gripped my arms, then stared deep into my eyes. 

“It was you, you saved me…” 

She paused, shaking her head as if it was too much to take in. The wisps of her hair that had broken free from her ponytail bounced with the move. 

I shrugged, not sure how to respond to her statement.

She let go of me, then buttoned and zipped her jeans. She latched her eyes on mine in a way that said that I was her savior. It made me feel more than a touch uncomfortable because she was wrong; I wasn’t anyone’s hero.

 It was then, that I heard the sirens approaching. Whatever I had planned on saying was lost in the high-pitched squeal that was coming way too fast toward us.

“I’ve got to bail… I can’t do the whole cop thing…I…” 

I took a few steps away then stopped. As much as I needed to get off the streets and away from the cops prying questions, I couldn’t just leave the girl to fend for herself either. 

“It’s not safe for you to be alone out here, are you staying close by?”

She nodded, then dug into her purse for something. 

“I’m staying at a Howard Johnsons,” she said, shoving a card with the hotel address toward me.

“I think I know where that is,” I said. 

She tossed the card back into her purse then pressed her lips together before grinning sheepishly.  

“I could tell you that I’ll be fine on my own, but we both know that would be a lie.”

“Yeah,” I said. 

My muscles were tense with anxiety as the sirens drew even closer. 

“But we have to move,” I said. 

I grabbed her hand in mine, eager to get her to move. She didn’t protest, oddly trusting me to lead her. All I could think was with that kind of blind trust, it was easy to see how she had ended up being attacked in the alley.

We hardly spoke as we put an increasing amount of distance between us and the police sirens. Every step we took forward seemed to allow more fresh air into my lungs and a layer of fear to peel away. 

The bright lights of the Howard Johnsons hotel were a welcome sight. I sighed audibly. We stopped just outside the front lobby. I released my hold on her hand for the first time since we had started walking. I noticed a brief expression of regret pass across her face. I was surprised to see it since she didn’t know me. She opened her mouth then closed it, biting on the corner of her lip.

“I know this sounds lame, but do you think you could come inside my hotel room for a couple of minutes…”

 She paused then exhaled loudly. “I don’t want to admit it, but I’m a little freaked out to be alone.”

 I was just about to say no, when I looked into her eyes and saw the fear there. I had seen that kind of look before, on Ma. No matter how much I wanted to get back to the hospital to see Gab, I couldn’t abandon this girl after she had asked me for help.

“Before I go in, do you think we could exchange names?” I said with a half-grin. She blushed until her pale cheeks went rosy. I chuckled at her response that had seemed so genuine and innocent. She definitely wasn’t like the kind of girls that I was usually around.

“I’m Lexie,” she said, with a tentative smile. It seemed crazy that she had been in my arms telling me how good I smelled not long before; now she was shy just saying her name.

“I’m Ransom,” I said. 

She nodded then turned and walked through the glass doors of the hotel. I followed, watching her bobbing ponytail move ahead of me. I wasn’t really sure what was going to happen next, only that I was off the streets and safe from the police for the time being.


























16. LEXIE










My hand trembled as I slid the key card into the door of my hotel room. I was nervous for two reasons, the first being the obvious, almost getting raped in a back alley had a tendency to shake you up a smidge. The other reason was that I was just beginning to realize that I had asked a virtual stranger to come to my hotel room. Ransom seemed like a nice enough guy, but that didn’t mean that I could trust him. The guy at the bar had seemed okay too, and that hadn’t ended well.

But other then telling Ransom to take off, which seemed quite rude after what he had done for me, I had no idea how I could renege on inviting him in. I wasn’t exactly sure why I had practically begged him to come with me. The copious amounts of alcohol that I had consumed might have had a good part to play in my forthrightness.

 I hadn’t been lying when I had said that I was afraid to be alone. After what had almost happened I needed someone there. If I had called Trinity and Aiden  it would have meant fessing up to skulking around at night, so I guessed Ransom was it. I hoped I had judged him better than the jerk in the bar.

“Are you sure you’re cool with me coming in…” Ransom said, as if he had been privy to my silent reservations. I spun to face him. In the bright lights of the hotel I caught my first proper glimpse of him. What I saw made my mouth go dry. Ransom was like something from a Hunk of the Month calendar. Sure he was a little dusty and dirt-smudged, as if he had been working in a field all day, but it did nothing to mute his absolute hotness.

“You have blood on your shirt,” I said, noticing the spots of bright red spattered on his front. He glanced down at the bloodstains and shook his head. When he did I tried not to stare at his broad chest, framed delightfully in a too-snug white t-shirt. Or that the fabric of his shirt was flimsy enough that it showed off his washboard abs and hugged his tapered waist.

“It’s not mine,” he said simply.

He ran a calloused hand through his midnight black close-cut hair. I clued in that I was probably gawking a little longer than was polite when he cut his warm chocolate brown eyes my way and winged up an eyebrow.

“I can get you some ice, for your jaw,” I said rapidly, trying to recover my dignity after he had caught me shamelessly staring at him as if he was a steak in the meat counter. I motioned toward a dark purple smudge on his chiseled jawline that was sure to be a good sized bruise. He shrugged as if it didn’t matter, and remained standing in the doorframe like he wasn’t sure if he should come in or not.

“You can come in,” I said, stepping to the side so he could pass. Ransom stood at the doorway for another few seconds then stepped through, closing the door behind him.

“You could probably use a little ice yourself, you slammed that brick wall pretty good.” 

He motioned to the back of my head. My gaze locked on his biceps, my all time favorite part of a guy. Matching the rest of his physique, his arms were toned and bulging even though he wasn’t trying to flex his muscles. He scanned the room until his gaze came to rest on the bathroom door.

“Do you mind if I use your…” He signaled toward the bathroom door.  

“Be my guest,” I said with a faltering smile. “I’ll get some ice for the both of us.”

As soon as the bathroom door closed behind him, I retrieved the ice bucket from the kitchenette area and slipped out into the hallway to fill it. Only when I tried the door knob to the room after filling the ice bucket, did I realize that it had locked behind me automatically. I was locked out of my own hotel room. I cursed under my breath at being so ridiculously stupid. When I was just about to knock, Ransom opened the door. With his Clint Eastwood permanent squint, his dark eyebrows arched and his lips curved into a wicked smile, my heart did the only thing it could, beat like a drum in my chest.

“Good thing I was here to save your bacon again,” he said, moving out of my path. Though I knew he was making a joke, his words stung, making me feel like a complete needy ass. I brought my eyes to the carpet, moving past him silently. I  placed the ice bucket on the counter next to the bar sink.

“That sounded so much better in my head than out loud,” he said as if sensing that he had hurt my feelings. I slowly tied knots on two bags of ice, taking the time I needed to compose myself. Determined that I wasn’t going to come off as a whiny kid who couldn’t take a joke, I painted a fake smile on my face before I turned toward him again.

“Here,” I said, shoving an ice bag toward him, a little rougher than I had planned.

“Are ice bags your idea of foreplay,” he said, tilting his head to the side. 

This time my expression must have shown that I was less than impressed with his comment because his face went stony hard.

“Yet again I’ve made a dumb-ass comment,” he said with a huge sigh. “Maybe I should just get out of your space.”

“No.”

 I practically shouted the word. He appeared startled, so was I. I had no idea why it suddenly mattered that he stayed with me, when not five seconds before I had wanted him gone. 

He took a few steps closer to me, then seemed to think better of it and stopped dead. He tugged a hand through his hair then shook his head.

“Sorry, I’m not good with this kind of thing,” he said.

“What kind of thing?” I asked, unsure what he had meant. 

He shrugged and looked a bit uncomfortable. “I guess talking to girls…” 

His voice trailed off and he appeared almost embarrassed by the statement. If he had said he was a distant relative of George Washington, I wouldn’t have been as shocked as I was by his words. How could someone who looked like him not have talked to girls much, unless…

“So you’re gay?” I said, not sure why I felt so comfortable blurting out whatever came to my mind.

His expression turned thunderous, making me feel like a complete twit for questioning his sexuality. It wasn’t my business if he was gay or straight, and besides it had no bearing on anything.

 “Hell no, I’m not gay,” he said aggressively. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being gay, but I’m not…” 

He broke off again, as if lost for something else to say.

“Haven’t you ever been on a date? I mean you would have talked to girls on a date right?” I said, knowing I was only digging myself deeper into the hole I was already in. I chalked up my nervousness and stupid line of questions to having practically zero experience with guys.

His brows drew together in an expression that said he was more than a little pissed by my prodding.

 “No really, ask me whatever you want. We’ve known each other for what, five minutes? I think it’s about time you know my whole life story,” he said sarcastically. And I couldn’t believe how rapidly he had gone from this avenging angel who had saved me, to a brooding asshole. 

“Thanks for the ice,” he said, shaking the bag in my direction. With that he turned on his heel, threw the door wide, stomped out the door and down the hallway.

“Please don’t leave,” I said, surprised that I had actually chased after him, and was now shouting in the hallway of a hotel at 1:30 in the morning. 

Ransom stopped dead in his tracks then slowly turned back to face me. His expression had softened a bit.

“I’m sorry if I offended you…I just don’t want you to leave, not yet at least,” I said. Even though we had exchanged only a couple dozen words, the thought of him leaving me felt all wrong. Oddly it mattered that I had upset him, and I wanted a chance to smooth away the effects of my idiotic comments.

“Stay for a drink, it’s the least I can offer you after all you’ve done for me.” 

It sounded like something my mother would have said, but from the look in his eyes it had worked to undo the feathers I had ruffled.

“The ice is enough,” he said. 

The few steps he took toward me belied his words. He seemed to be contemplating his choices. After a few minutes he shrugged.

“I guess I can come in for a little while more,” he said.

Quite unexpectedly a bloom of excitement swelled in my chest. The more the night unfolded the further I seemed to be drifting from the normalcy of what had always been my life. The long list of never befores were stacking up like a pile of firewood that had been corded for the winter. This latest never before, inviting a stranger, albeit hotter than hell guy, into my room for a drink was definitely not something I could have ever pictured myself doing in the past. The night was beginning to feel like a movie reel of someone else’s life; I half expected to wake up any minute and realize it had all been a dream.

Ransom’s move toward me snapped me back to the moment. He stepped across the threshold and was casually positioned in a solid green fabric lounge chair, before I had a chance to close the door after him. I couldn’t help but admire his complete ease at making himself comfortable in the hotel room. It made me wonder just how many hotel rooms he had been in before.

I moved to the bar fridge, rummaging through the multitude of bottles, trying to decide what my poison of choice would be. I still had a buzz on, but at least my stomach had settled. Having another drink seemed like the stupidest thing I could do, yet I couldn’t expect Ransom to drink without me. I promised my head and stomach, that I would nurse the alcohol as much as was possible without Ransom noticing.

“What would you like to have?” I threw over my shoulder.

“Um, I’ll have vodka and orange juice,” he said.

 I startled, realizing that he was crouched right behind me, staring into the fridge with apt concentration. The spicy scent of his cologne drifted off him deliciously. Guys that smelled good were a weak spot for me, it was half the reason I had crushed on Mitch since he had always smelled amazing. But gauging by the way Ransom was eyeing the contents of the fridge, I could sniff him all I wanted because that was as close as I was going to get to… 

I shook my head, confused at how whacked out my brain was. Ransom was here on a pity mission, not because we had hooked up in a bar and had come back to have passionate sex. Once again I was stunned at how Ransom was suddenly being featured in a sordid fantasy that was beyond unbelievable. Though it was hard to deny he was some pretty fine eye candy, he was a major league player, I was little league. I was beginning to wonder if I was in shock over what had almost happened in the alleyway, and if the trauma was making me have risqué thoughts about Ransom. 

I grabbed two bottles of vodka and a small box of orange juice then closed the fridge. Ransom, who seemed to have the quiet grace of a tiger, was already back in his comfy chair. I strode over to the counter and grabbed two glass tumblers wrapped in sanitary paper. I had no idea how to mix the vodka and orange juice and rather than ask Ransom and show my hand and inexperience, I poured a full bottle into each glass then filled it to the brim with the orange juice. 

I carried the drinks over. Ransom seemed lost in thought with the ice pack positioned against his jaw. I questioned what he was thinking about that left him with a far off expression. As well as distance there was undeniable grief in the depths of his soft brown eyes, as if he had seen a life time of pain. Then just like that, he snapped out of it. His face hardened into a stone visage. It was astounding to witness how different he looked in the space of a few seconds, as if all the emotions that made him vulnerable were kept under lock and key.

I passed him a drink, he took it with a nod of his head, letting the bag of ice rest on the arm of the chair. He brought the glass to his full lips, that unlike the rest of his face looked exceptionally soft. He swallowed a long drink of my concoction. The wince that followed told me I hadn’t exactly got it right.

“Too strong?” I asked, nervous tension in my tone.

He gave me a charming grin then shook his head.

“No, it’s perfect, if you’re going for the paint thinner cocktail flavor.”

I cringed, but relaxed when he broke into quiet laughter. 

“I take it you’re not a vodka drinker,” he said. 

Amusement played in his eyes. I couldn’t help but get lost in the depths of them for a few moments. I caught myself staring at him for the umpteenth time and rapidly averted my gaze. I swallowed a huge gulp of my drink. Ransom had been right, the vodka did taste like what I might have imagined paint thinner would have been like. As the bitter and sweet fluid cut a burning path down my throat, I shivered involuntarily .

“Now that’s a reaction,” Ransom said, laughing again. 

His laughter was infectious and before I knew it was happening, I was laughing too. And it wasn’t like the phony giggle I had more times than not felt compelled to put on for Trinity, my dad or even my therapist, this was real. And the action had me feeling as if someone had opened a window of light into the darkness that had captured my soul a while back. When our laughter died away we just sat there, silence lengthening between us. I couldn’t deny there was something about him that made you want to be near him.

“So do you live around here?” I said, breaking the quiet. As was always the case, long pauses in conversations made me feel uncomfortable.

Ransom shook his head, but didn’t offer anymore than that.

Taking a clue from before and his obvious need for privacy, I moved on.

“Yeah I’m not from here either, I was coming to town to…”

My words trailed off because I didn’t want to get into talking about Gabriel Sanders, and the depressing details of all that had happened. The last thing I needed was to dredge up all the emotions that were always swirling in my psyche, waiting for an in to completely screw me over.

“With friends,” I amended.

Ransom seemed to perk up at this comment. He leaned sideways against the armrest, taking another swig of his drink. His face was more bland this time, clearly he was getting used to the gross taste. I followed his lead, swallowing another sip, unfortunately it tasted just as putrid as it had before.

“Why didn’t you go home with them, it would have saved you a lot of grief…” Ransom started to say.

“They’re camping,” I cut in. 

He nodded. “You don’t like camping?”

I shook my head. 

“Not in the least. As far as I’m concerned if there isn’t a shower and running water I’m out. Besides I’m like the third wheel in a bicycle, you know. Aiden and Trinity are totally into each other…” 

I heard the sourness in my voice, and despised myself for being jealous of Trinity and Aiden’s relationship.

“That bad,” Ransom said. He arched an eyebrow.

I shook my head, needing to explain that it wasn’t bad at all, in fact, their love for one another made me believe that there were still good things in the world.

I shrugged. “They have it all you know. They adore each other and…” I paused trying to come up with the words to articulate what I was trying to say. 

“It’s not like something out of a fairytale, it’s more like that they’re always there for one another and it doesn’t matter what happens, they love each other unconditionally. It’s kind of a rare thing in a couple,” I said with a long sigh.

Ransom stared at me for an extended beat. I half expected him to laugh at how I had gone all moony over my best friend’s relationship.

“That sounds kind of awesome,” he said with a wide grin. I could tell by the look in his eyes that he wasn’t just saying it, he actually believed what he had said.

“Yeah, it is,” I said, leaning my cheek on my hand. 

The conversation moved on to Ransom’s best friend Dave, and how he was stuck on a girl named Paula. Later he told me about how he was in construction, and that he lived a life on the road and how that felt. And as Ransom and I talked, all the awkwardness fell away. In the hotel room we were just two people enjoying each other’s company, where neither of us had a past, just a present. It felt more than amazing to forget, for a little while at least, all the mistakes and regrets that had ruled my life for so long. It was good to just be there with a gorgeous guy who actually seemed interested in what I had to say. Right then, life was uncomplicated, and for the first time in a long while, divinely okay.


























17. RANSOM










Lexie wasn’t like any girl that I had talked to before. Sure I had seen her wholesome, good girl kind around before, but I had never had the slightest inclination to approach girls like her. It wasn’t because she was ugly because she wasn’t, in fact she was cute if you went for that bookishly smart kind of thing. Her green-blue eyes had a nice shape and most of the black crap that had ringed them before, had rubbed off. Whatever other makeup she might have been wearing was gone, leaving her face smooth and soft looking. Her dark hair was barely tamed by her ponytail that was half in, half out, and her lips were moist from her drink. She kind of reminded me of the girls that used to be on Noxema commercials on TV when I was a kid.

If it wasn’t for her eyes, that had reminded me of a deer caught in the headlights, when she had begged me to stay, I would have bailed. I had always had a soft spot for people who needed help.

Even while we were talking, she seemed a bit shy and a little nervous. The feeling was mutual. I had no experience with women outside of the bedroom. Sure I could wheel them into sack but this whole chit-chat about life, even if it wasn’t mine, was foreign. I glanced at my watch, shocked that an hour had already passed since we had come into her room. I had to admit it was something of a milestone for me to have been in a hotel room with a girl, and still not have had sex by this point.

“So when are you moving out again?” Lexie asked. 

I was beginning to regret telling her that I had a job that had me on the road for most of the year. Talking about it, brought me ever close to the fact that Gab was fighting for his life in the hospital just a few blocks away. I threw back the last dregs of my drink, my second since I had arrived. The first had been strong enough to stand a stick in, the second I had made myself, so it tasted a whole lot better. It had gone down much easier than it should have. 

“Are you okay?” Lexie asked, bringing me back to the conversation. 

I hadn’t realized that I had drifted off to sleep. The events of the day had me running on adrenalin and now in the quiet of the hotel room, with a soft comfortable bed just feet away, I was wishing that I could curl up and go to sleep. The vodka that I had just downed added to the beers at Clancy’s, had the cumulative effect of leaving me quite bombed.

“Yeah, you know, just wiped out.” 

I lifted my drink to my lips and tipped it back, and realized that I had already finished it. I blinked my eyes a few times as if it would sober me up, of course it had no effect. Once again the sound of Lexie’s voice brought me out of my stupor.

“I better get going,” I said, attempting to stand. I was back on my ass before I could count to three. I had always hated drinking vodka for that reason alone, because it always seemed to sneak up on me, where one minute I was perfectly fine and the next I was plastered.

“I don’t think you’re going to get very far like that.”

Lexie’s voice sounded far away as if she was in a tunnel. My eyes were barely slits; I was more than aware that I was well on my way to passing out.

“Come on and lay down for a little while,” I heard Lexie say. 

Her face swam in front of me in a watery blur. I felt her hands on my arms, and she was pulling me to my feet. It felt impossible to do anything but follow her lead.

“No, I should go and…” 

My words were slurred and unintelligible as she corralled me forward. I got a brief vision of the bed before I went face down on it, then everything went black.

Then Gabriel was there, broken and bloody, and I couldn’t reach him. He was dying and I couldn’t get to him. The next image was of Gabriel in the hospital, tubes trailing from every part of his frail body and just like before, I ran. As I raced away all I could think was that I needed to forget, go somewhere else because the concept that he could die and leave me was too much to shoulder.

Then he was gone and in his place was a blonde in a skin tight black dress that fell to just the top of her shapely thighs. The bodice of her dress covered half of her huge breasts, leaving me more than a little excited to get below the filmy fabric to see everything she had to show. She moved toward me and the urgency to have her was overwhelming . I wanted to get lost inside of her, where the feel of her body was all that mattered and nothing existed outside of mutual gratification.

“Oh baby, I’m going to take you to places you never knew existed,” I murmured reaching for her. Then time seemed to fast forward and she was already in my arms, and we were in bed. Her dress was gone, and now she was in just a sheer black bra and matching panties. I buried my face in her hair. It smelled of something exotic and tropical, like coconuts and the beach. I inhaled deeply, appreciating the silkiness of every strand. 

But it was too dark. I had always hated having sex in the dark, because seeing her beautiful body only made it that much more satisfying. Not capable of letting go of her for even a second to flick on a light, I ignored the fact that I couldn’t see all of her, using all my other senses to explore. 

“Oh god you smell good,” I rumbled, pushing my face even deeper into her long hair. I slipped an arm around her torso, drawing her even closer until we were in a perfect spoon position. I felt the cheeks of her ass wrap around my erection like a pillow of softness that left me almost too horny to wait until she came. Then my hands found her breasts, oddly they felt smaller than I had originally expected, but it didn’t matter because they were like silk beneath my fingertips. Her nipples were hard and swollen against my palms. Feeling her body respond to my touch, made me wonder if I might actually orgasm before I had a chance to make her come for me.

 I forced my mind and body to slow it all down. No matter how much I needed the release, I couldn’t break my cardinal rule. First her, then me, then her again if she wanted it, but always her first. It was the only way to treat a lady.

Desperate to pleasure her, I slipped my hand lower, pushing the waistband of her panties down until I reached the space between her legs. Her fine hair was silken against my fingertips, she shuddered in response. I urged her legs apart and slid a finger into the delicious moistness of her femaleness. She startled at my touch then a moan escaped her lips. I pushed another finger inside her warmth, gliding gently in and out, until she began to move her hips in rhythm with my strokes. I slid a third finger in and quickened the pace, her pelvis smashed against my hand as I thumbed the nub of flesh that left all the women I had been with begging for more. With every thrust of my fingers she grew slicker and more responsive. 

“Yes, oh my god yes,” she said in a breathy whisper.

The sound of her voice made me stop for a moment, because it was familiar, like a recently lost memory.

“Please don’t stop,” she said, riding my curved fingers with a force that said she was almost there. The hot desire in her voice was all I needed. I went even deeper, to the spot that I knew would take her over the edge. Then she clenched rhythmically around my fingers as she panted and moaned. The sound of her voice, raw with ecstasy made me almost come right then. Only my years of experience with holding back kept me from joining her. She rode and moved against me until the feeling crested and finally fell away. When she was done, I pulled out of her then rolled her over, so she was flat on her back facing me.

Her breathing came in stilted gasps. She smelled of minty toothpaste, not exactly what I had expected. I leaned in closer, covering her mouth with mine, kissing her softly, tickling the tip of her tongue. She responded by tugging my head even closer, arching her body up as she moved her mouth against my lips, leaving no doubt that she wasn’t finished with me. She latched onto my tongue, sucking hard which had the effect of making me even more excited. Her hand found the top of my waistband and she fumbled to unbutton my pants. When she had no luck I helped her, sliding my pants off without breaking our kiss. I snatched a condom from my pocket before I threw the pants aside.

Normally I would have let the girl I was with, take my boxers off, but I couldn’t wait. I needed to escape, as much as a plant needed sunlight and water to survive. I needed to orgasm long and hard, to set my world right. I broke away from her, just long enough to roll off my underwear and toss them aside. With the barrier of my clothes gone, I was long past wanting and well into had to have. With expert precision and only my right hand, since I was still clutching the condom in a fist, I undid the clasp of her bra. It found a home with the rest of the clothes a moment later. Her panties, the only material separating us from becoming one, came off even faster than the bra. With nothing left to do, I opened the condom and had it in place moments later. 

My mouth found her breasts as I teased her nipples with my tongue and teeth until her breaths came out in short puffs of hot air. She tasted salty, her skin slick with sweat. I circled each nipple with my tongue, sucked on the raised flesh and flicked my tongue quickly across the tips. She arched her back, bringing her hips up to meet my body. My hand was between her legs again, spreading her wide. When I started to push inside her she seemed to tense for a moment, enough that it made me stop; it was the last thing I wanted to do. I shoved a finger, then two inside her, pumping slowly in and out until she was relaxed again, and riding me with renewed enthusiasm.

When she was moving with the vigor of someone who was ready for a second round, I slipped my fingers out and slid the length of me into her warmth. If she tensed this time I didn’t feel it. I was too lost in the rhythm that my body had automatically slipped into. She was so delectably tight around me. I gripped her ass, driving deeper until our pelvises were mashed together. With a hand supporting the small of her back and one on her hip I thrust into her over and again, each move bringing me closer to the release that clawed to get out. She seized my hips, forcing me with her hands to go faster and deeper. Then I tipped over the edge, one more push and everything exploded around me, my body seized as if my muscles had forgotten how to move, just my hips continued moving as I came with a force that was uncommonly powerful. Soon after, each pump became a little less intense than the last one, until I was spent. Absolute bliss washed over me and for a moment I was completely satisfied.

Exhaustion, that always came after I’d had a good lay, crested over me. I rolled off the condom, knotting the end, then dropped it to the floor beside me. I was too tired to attempt to get to the bathroom and would have to do the disposal after I’d had a few hours of sleep. 

I drew her closer to me until her head rested on my chest, her satiny hair felt so soft against my flesh. As I drifted into slumber I thought for a second that I didn’t remember her name, then velvety black took me away.


























18. LEXIE










I hadn’t really been thinking about what I was doing when I had tucked Ransom into my bed, because from the way he was snoring there was no chance he was leaving anytime soon. The truth was, no matter what I had gotten myself into I needed sleep, which meant I either bunked with him or I flaked out in a chair. I decided to take the former, something that an un-inebriated me would never have done. I stripped off my clothes until I was just in my cotton underwear and bra. 

Too exhausted to bother to wash off my makeup, I brushed my teeth, promising to scrub my face extra well in the morning. Mom had always said that you could never ignore your pores. And just like that all the thoughts that I had pushed to the recesses of my mind converged in a steady stream, tears followed shortly after.

When I was sure I didn’t have any moisture left in my body, I stumbled out of the bathroom. 

My throat ached and my eyes felt so puffy, that I was sure they looked like a guy named Kevin Smatt’s eyes had looked, after he’d had an encounter with a beehive in grade 2. Kevin hadn’t planned on playing kick the can, or in his case kick the hive, but that was how it had played out. Even as he had raced screaming back to the school, the bees had managed to get in quite a few stings. They had even stung his eyelids, so by the time he got back inside, his eyes were swollen shut with just dark slits where his brown eyes should have been. It felt weird to remember him now after all these years, but it seemed the evening had been about resurrecting skeletons from the past, whether I liked it or not.

I had turned all the lights out before I had gone into the bathroom, so the hotel room was pitch black. Worried that I might unintentionally run into a wall or something else, I threw my hands up in front of me, searching for where the bed was. A short while later my shin hit the wooden box spring. I cried out in pain. I was sure that I had skinned my leg, but I was too exhausted to care. I heard Ransom stir then turn over, then he went silent. It still felt exceptionally crazy to have him in the bed, but I guessed that was what it felt like to have a one night stand, though in those cases sex was involved. I didn’t like that once again my mind had drifted to sex. Clearly there was something about Ransom that made the usually ignored subject come front and center. 

Having found the bed the hard way, I slipped into the space at Ransom’s side. I tugged at the bedspread that he was sprawled out on, barely able to get a corner to cover myself with. As soon as I was flat I got the dreaded bed spins. The last thing I wanted to do was vomit again, so I threw a leg over the side of the bed, positioning my foot on the floor. Trinity had shown me the trick a long time back when we had drank too many Peach Schnapps shooters. It had worked then, so I hoped it would work now too.

It eased the twirling enough that I could begin to relax and settle into sleep. Yet before oblivion took me, a movie of the alley and what had almost happened played through my mind. All I could think was that it had been too close. I was more than aware that I was getting more reckless by the day, the scene in the alleyway had proved it. Even slipping into bed with Ransom in just my underwear was way out there, but somehow I didn’t care. 

In fact lately it seemed all that I really focused  on was getting the right person to solve the one problem that was quite possibly unsolvable. I was certain that if I continued on the same path, I would eventually pay for my mistakes. For now though, I was grateful that Ransom had been there to catch me before I fell too far. A shiver ran through me and I instinctively reached for Ransom, touching his arm for barely a second, as if he was a touchstone that confirmed that I was safe. Though I had struggled with the idea about whether I had done the right thing asking him to stay with me, now I was glad that I had done it. In the quiet of the night with memories too real to forget, his presence felt like the only thing that kept me tethered to sanity. 

I squeezed my eyes shut, actually counting sheep for a little while, like my Grampa had told me to do a long while back. When I had been a small child and couldn’t sleep, he had shown me how to count sheep, saying that it was less about the sheep and more about keeping your mind free of all the thoughts that would keep you awake. Back then I had been scared about the monsters under the bed, now it was more grown-up fears, and the feeling that I no longer knew when enough was enough. But even after what had happened in the alleyway, I wasn’t sure if I was done searching. 

Eventually my body gave out and I fell into a deep sleep.

At first I thought I was in the middle of a kinky dream, one where someone was touching me in a way that I had never been touched before. It felt more than good, it felt scintillating and naughty. But when I came around and realized that it was no dream, and that Ransom was doing things with his fingers that should have been illegal, I was both puzzled, but also very much enjoying what he was doing.

 I still wasn’t sure when it had started or even why, but all those questions lay inert in my brain as something more animalistic took over. I didn’t want my hips to work against his hand, as he plunged deeper and more urgently inside me. The prude in me said what I was doing was all wrong, that you weren’t supposed to let strangers do things like he was doing to my body. The deprived and lonely woman told me to shut up and enjoy it.

Slut flashed in neon in my mind because that’s what I was, only sleazy girls did this with guys they hardly knew. But somehow the label had none of the impact it should have had. Stacked against Ransom’s expert hands, that were making me gyrate against him like a porn star, I was helpless to stop it from happening. Which made me think that if this was what it felt like when the porn queens were doing their job then I might not have judged them as harshly as I had before. 

As his fingers moved faster in and out of me, his thumb also rubbed in time over the sensitive parts of my sex. It seemed impossible to catch my breath long enough to tell him to stop. Not that I was entirely sure I wanted him to quit what he was doing, because it felt so freaking amazing. 

I released a moan that sounded like something out of the back seat of a car at a drive in, and was a little shocked that it had come from me. I didn’t do this kind of thing, ever, and was surprised at how my body seemed to be on autopilot. Without my permission my pelvis bucked in response to his fingers, and I was riding him shamelessly. His scent, of sweat and the remnants of alcohol, and something that was hard to name, but if pressed I would have said all man, filled the airspace around us. It of course only served to arouse me even more than I already was. It was odd how he didn’t need even a drop of cologne to improve on what was natural. 

Words were flying out of me in a string as if I was possessed. If I was possessed then it was the best damn feeling I had ever experienced. Everything intensified into a wave of pure ecstasy that slammed hard against me. And when I was having, what could only have been my first orgasm, I wanted it to go on forever.  Time seemed to freeze frame in snippets of feelings and emotions, as the sensation of euphoria, where all the neurons in my brain seemed to fire at exactly the same moment, left me feeling as if I was literally going to shatter into a million pieces. Breathless and not even remotely capable of speaking, I lay still, panting. I soon came to realize that we weren’t done. His lips found mine in the dark and he was kissing me with a passion that I had thought was reserved for people like Trinity and Aiden, beautiful people, people who weren’t me. 

For a guy as built as he was, Ransom’s lips were surprisingly gentle. Even the way his tongue explored my mouth felt carefully executed, as if it really mattered that I liked what he was doing. My body continued to run the show, while my mind screamed about the absolute insanity of it all. My hands found the button of his pants. Nothing seemed more important than touching the part that made him male. I wasn’t sure what I would do when I freed him of his clothes, only that I needed to give back some of what he had given to me so freely.

My inexperience in the task of disrobing him must have been obvious because Ransom had his pants undone and discarded before I could say holy shit what are you doing Lexie three times. That cheesy line from that book called Grey something, Oh my, seemed a little more real when I felt his erection press hard against the hollow of my stomach. Whoever had made Ransom certainly hadn’t skimped in that part of his anatomy.

Before I could regret initiating the move, Ransom was teasing and licking my nipples in a way that felt impossibly good. Even as he sucked the tips of my breasts until they were taut points, I felt his hand come back to the space between my legs. He spread me with his fingers, pushing against me with something much bigger. I automatically tensed. 

I was catching up to where we were, and the glaring fact that if things continued on as they were, virgin would no longer be on my resume for potential boyfriends. I opened my mouth to say that we needed to slow down a little when his hand found the same magic place that it had before. Just as it had the last time, the build up was slow and cumulative. Once again I was pushing up and against his fingers, wanting more of what he was already giving me. When I was getting closed to climaxing again, he slid the length of his erection inside me. This time I was too lost in the rush of excitement that crashed over me, to be bothered by how huge he was, or that he filled me in a way that I hadn’t been sure was physically possible. 

I was so slippery from his nimble hands and foreplay that he slid in and out with less pain than I had expected to have had with my first time. I knew it was gross, but as he drove deeper inside me I imagined him penetrating the membrane that branded me untouched. His hands wrapped around my butt as our pelvises pressed together. Quite unexpectedly another mind-blowing feeling of bliss sucked me into the vortex of knowing nothing but the rush of pleasure that surged through me. The sensation built until it crested then finally tossed me over the side into an ocean of everything that felt so very good. 

Ransom rocked his hips against me, each thrust more intense until he abruptly stopped moving, a shudder ran through him then he finished with muted pumps of his hips until he finally stopped altogether. We were both slick with sweat when he rolled off me. My mind slowly swam back to reality. All I could think was that it was all over, just like that, I wasn’t a virgin anymore. It wasn’t like I had been saving my virginity for my wedding night, it was more like the opportunity hadn’t presented itself thus far. And now that it was over, and I was forever on the other side of the fence, I didn’t feel as different as I had expected I would. I hadn’t known what I had thought it would feel like, but the absolute quiet wasn’t it.

Ransom didn’t say another word, only pulled me in closer until my head was resting against the hard lines of his chest. Moments later his breathing shifted into the steady timbre of sleep. As soon as he had drifted off a fresh fist of reality lodged in my chest, making it tough to breathe. It seemed utterly unthinkable that less than twenty-four hours before I hadn’t known Ransom had even existed, now I had just had sex with him. 

I pulled away from him and strode to the bathroom. Now that my mind was absolutely clear, I was shocked at what had happened. I knew that I had definitely consented to, been enthusiastic even, to everything that had happened, but I wasn’t sure if I was okay with what I had done. But it was hard to deny that it had been an exhilarating experience, one where I was not left wanting in any shape or form.

“Shit,” I said, staring at my reflection in the mirror. 

I expected to somehow look different, of course I didn’t. I glanced down at my body and noticed the trickle of pink on my inner thigh, that looked like the last remnants of my period. I knew that it was real. All of it had been real. Grabbing a handful of tissues I wiped at the part of me that had once been intact and was now just a memory of the girl I had once been. I didn’t want to feel cheap, yet I did, because only tramps would do what I had.

Fatigue, sudden and paralyzing, engulfed me and I couldn’t think anymore, couldn’t beat myself up for my hasty decisions. I needed sleep, and a lot of it but more than sleep I wanted Ransom gone. I knew I wasn’t being fair to him because he hadn’t forced me to do anything, I had jumped on board with him eagerly. Even so, I didn’t want to wake up in the morning and be reminded of what had happened. If I surfaced at sunrise and he was gone I could pretend that it had all been a bad memory, or a very good dream, either way I could forget that I had lost my virginity to a one night stand. 

I cracked the door of the bathroom enough that the sliver of light that seeped into the darkened room, allowed me to find my panties and bra. Knowing that Ransom would probably be impossible to wake up, I resigned myself to the idea that we were going to have to share the bed. I didn’t take a chance this time, tugging on my jeans and t-shirt. When I laid in the bed next to him I curled up as close to the edge as possible, ensuring that our bodies didn’t touch. I closed my eyes against the pounding headache that was already starting to work into my brain. There was no doubt that everything, including my growing regret, was only going to be much worse in the morning.




I wasn’t sure when I had finally managed to fall asleep only that the next time I woke up, sunlight was seeping in through the parted thick navy curtains. I rolled to my side, half-praying to be alone, but Ransom was still there stark naked on the bed. I didn’t want to admire his nude form, but when a guy looked the way Ransom did, all cut and muscled like a DaVinci sculpture, it was tough not to allow my gaze to linger a whole lot longer than I should have.

Practicality made me check my watch and the time. I was shocked to see that it was 9:00 a.m. I only had a few hours left before Trinity and Aiden were due to pick me up. I hoped that they kept to the plan and came for me at check-out time because the last thing I wanted to do was to have to explain why there was a naked guy in my bed.

I jumped out of bed, paused briefly when all the blood seemed to rush away from my brain, then blushed profusely at the sight of him. I didn’t seem to have an ounce of willpower when it came to ogling Ransom. I hadn’t actually seen that many naked guys before, but even compared to the hot men in the Playgirl mags that Trinity and I used to giggle over, Ransom was one heck of a specimen.

And as if he knew I was watching him he flipped onto his back, exposing every solitary inch of his flesh. I managed to hold onto the gasp that was balanced on the tip of my tongue, because I was still trying to come to terms with the idea that I had actually tapped that. I almost wanted to take a picture of him, so I could remember that it had all been true, I had actually slept with the Greek god in the bed and it had been the most incredible experience of my entire life. 

With his body completely exposed, my eyes had free range to study every amazing angle of his form. The black tribal tattoos and other symbols that decorated half of his chest and part of his shoulder, hadn’t been visible with his shirt on. It wasn’t like I cared much for tattoos, or guys with them, but they seemed to suit Ransom. I cast my gaze over the swirling black curlicues that ran from the V of his pelvis up the length of his torso and finished in a intricate design around his right nipple. He had a Chinese character just above his navel and a silver barbell glinted in his left nipple. 

I absently wondered how much it all hurt to get done, I was way too much of a wimp to ever get piercings through any parts of my anatomy other than my earlobes. Trinity had never managed to convince me to get any additional piercings like the ones she brazenly had done. I understood the belly button piercing, but her nipple rings looked positively terrifying. But that was Trinity, always doing the wild and wacky. 

Scared that he would wake up and catch me gawking at him, I stumbled toward the bathroom. The shower was hot and seemed to sooth the dull ache that clung to every bit of my being. When I washed between my legs the mild tenderness and slight swelling reminded me once more of the night before. And though I didn’t want to think about it, I couldn’t help but sigh when I recalled Ransom’s hands on me and how it had felt. It was as if he had flicked on a switch that had me thinking about sex more than ever before. The guilt was still there, but somehow not as powerful as before.

I took my time in the shower, hoping that when I was finished Ransom would have left already. What had started as a mild headache was now a raging migraine. A trip to the pharmacy for Tylenol was in my future. I combed through the knots in my hair and donned a clean pair of dark blue jeans and a pear-colored tee from the overnight bag, that I had thankfully left on a chair in the bathroom. Finally, after I had wasted as much time as I could, I exited the bathroom, praying that Ransom had already gone.

Of course he hadn’t. 

At the exact moment I stepped back into the bedroom, Ransom stirred and his eyes opened partially. He seemed to gauge his surroundings for a few moments then he bolted up straight, his eyes wide.

“Tell me we didn’t have sex,” he said abruptly.

To say his comment felt like a sledge hammer to my ego would have been an understatement. I wanted to be mad as hell at what he had said, but I didn’t have it in me. I guessed this was what they called the walk of shame.

“I could tell you we didn’t, but I would be lying,” I said. 

I felt a lump form in my throat and swallowed over it repeatedly. The terrified expression in his gaze had me feeling like I had been little more than a mindless screw. Someone who seemed pretty good when he’d had his beer goggles on, but who had turned into a horrible reality the morning after. It didn’t take a Masters degree in Astro-science to know that guys like Ransom didn’t hang out with, and especially didn’t have sex with girls like me. Just like Mitch, Ransom was more suited to curvy blondes with fake everything, that were crazy horny in bed, not plain Janes like me.

“Fuck,” he said. His breath hissed between his teeth. “I thought I was dreaming not that I was…” He shook his head. 

Without warning he was out of the bed and all his man parts, that I had perused with awe moments before, seemed to remind me that what we had done had been nothing more than a very bad mistake. I instinctively squeezed my eyes shut, which probably seemed completely stupid, judging by what we had been up to not long before.

“Are you dressed yet?” I asked, trying to fill the silence that felt oppressive.

“Yeah,” Ransom said.

When I opened my eyes again he was standing just a foot away from me, still buttoning his pants. The original surprise that had lit his eyes had been replaced with what looked a lot like regret. I wasn’t sure if this was a standard reaction after a one night stand, or if the expression was reserved for me alone. He locked his gaze on me, his face was unreadable.

“I’m really sorry that I…I don’t usually sleep with people like you,” he started to say. It was at that very moment that I’d had enough. Regret was one thing but didn’t normal people, kind people even, not let the person they had slept with know that they’d been too drunk to realize what they had been doing. Why couldn’t he just shut his mouth, chalk it up to a mistake and move on without making me feel like shit for ever having been with him.

“I don’t need your apologies. I was there, I participated, you didn’t screw a blow up doll, though from the way you’re looking at me I kind of think you would have preferred that.”

His face brightened and his lips curved into an amused grin. It infuriated me that he actually had the audacity to be laughing at me. That was when I decided that there would be no holds barred anymore and that people like me, whatever that meant, weren’t to be fucked with.

“You know I was quite happy to sleep, I stress the word sleep, in the bed next to you, but you were the one groping me in the dark.”

He cocked an eyebrow and his grin turned into a smirk. 

“From what I remember, you were into it too,” he said. 

I balled my fists and shook my head.

“You’re a complete asshole,” I hollered, my eyes bulging.

“I never said I wasn’t,” he said in a cool voice that had me wanting to slap the smile from his face.

“You’re right on that point,” I said.

It was probably the lamest thing I had ever said, but what did you say when someone agreed with you when you called them something derogatory. At that very moment I spotted the spent condom at the side of the bed. It was the proverbial straw that broke the camels back. I felt cheap and used, and I wanted to escape from it all because it wasn’t supposed to be like this. I wasn’t supposed to feel dirty after I had given him something that had been so precious. I didn’t sleep around, but now I felt like a whore that had seduced him into my bed. Ransom was playing a good part in making me feel that way.

“You’re a complete fucker,” I screamed. 

Then without warning I burst into tears. I covered my face with my hands, embarrassed that he was seeing me like that. I should have been able to keep it together, not have shown him that he had shook me to the core with his offhand comments.

Quite unexpectedly I felt his arms around me, and though I wanted to fight his embrace I needed it more than I wanted to admit.

“Shit Lexie, I didn’t mean…” he whispered against the curve of my neck. I wanted to hate him, kick him in the balls and run for the hills. I clung to his shirt with both hands, unsure where the need to be held had come from, only that it was a force that felt impossible to resist. I felt his hand caress my back and instead of soothing me it made me want to lash out at him, make him feel a tenth of what I was going through. I shoved him away, swatting at the tears that were betraying me.

“I was a virgin you know, and I slept with you, and now you say this shit…”

The rest of my words were lost in heaving sobs. The whole Gabriel Sanders debacle had ripped open my overwhelming feelings of loss that I hadn’t wanted to look at, now it seemed I couldn’t stop feeling everything.

Ransom went pale then his mouth fell open.

“You were a virgin?” he murmured.

I bobbed my head in response, unable to form the words of affirmation through my gulping breaths. In a rapid move he took a few steps back as if I was contagious. His extreme reaction was enough for me to stop crying long enough to take a long hard look at him. If I hadn’t known better I might have said I saw pain in his expression.

“Why didn’t you stop me,” he said. His voice had dropped to barely a whisper. 

I glared at him, not quite believing that he seemed to be accusing me of doing something that he had more than initiated.

“Are you for real?” I said. “Why is it so difficult for you to accept graciously what happened, why do you have to make me feel like a slut that seduced you?” I said. My voice sounded like it had been sprinkled with shards of glass.

He shook his head viciously, clenching his fists as if he wanted to punch something. I hoped it wasn’t me. This time I was the one to back away.

When he finally spoke, his words stunned me. 

“Lexie if you were a slut I wouldn’t have given a shit what happened between the sheets, but you’re not a slut…”

He ran a shaky hand through his hair as if he still couldn’t quite grasp everything. His reaction left me speechless. He sucked in a huge inhalation and swallowed a few times. When the silence had lengthened uncomfortably, I spoke. 

“What are you saying Ransom?” I said, my tone matching his.

Ransom cast his eyes my way then opened his mouth, about to speak, but he stopped short when his cell phone buzzed. He reached into his pants pocket, retrieving it. He pressed it to his ear.

“Yeah,” he said breathlessly.

The intense expression on his face had me wondering who was on the other end. Whatever color that had remained after I had told him that I had been a virgin drained away, so much so that I was scared he was going to pass out. He appeared to have aged ten years in a few seconds.

“Fuck,” he said into the phone. “I’m already there.”

He punched the end button, shoved the phone back into his pocket then locked on my face. The absolute panic in his eyes had me drawing in a rapid breath, because I had no idea what kind of news could have rendered him broken in seconds.

“What’s wrong?” I said. 

All thoughts of the night before had evaporated in the length of time he had spoken on the phone.

“I gotta go.” 

He swallowed. Tears glittered in his eyes. “It’s my brother, I…” He sucked in a mouthful of air. 

“I’m so sorry Lexie, I’m the biggest fuckhead in the world for what I did last night.”

With that he turned on his heel and was out the door, gone. I stared at the space he had occupied just seconds before. I wanted to forget Ransom, and everything that we had done. But as Mom always said, if wishes were real the streets would be paved with gold. Like it or not, I wasn’t going to forget Ransom anytime soon, probably never.


























19. RANSOM










Everything was so fucked up. I didn’t know which way to turn. A few days before I had been ragging about it being too hot, now I wasn’t sure if Gabriel was going to make it through yet another emergency surgery. Compounding the already screwed up state of affairs, was that somehow I had managed to deflower someone who I had no business even looking at.

Finding myself naked in bed with Lexie just a few feet away was difficult enough. Discovering that we’d had sex was devastating. I didn’t know Lexie well, but what I did know about her said that she wasn’t like the broads I screwed. Lexie was the kind of girl who should have made love for the first time, not had dirty sex with a stranger. She was so pure, wholesome even, and I had managed to ruin her, like a beautiful brass vase marred with fingerprints, only these marks couldn’t be removed. My need to escape, for release, had come at a very high price and there was no going back from my fuck up.

And worse still was the expression of misery on her face. I knew that she more than likely regretted having sex with me, but that hadn’t been the only reason she had been upset. Not only had I taken her innocence, but I had also made her feel less than, as if she wasn’t good enough to be with me. Unfortunately the revelations about why she had really been upset had come too late, and now she would never know that it had nothing to do with her, and everything to do with me being an absolute head case.

I had almost turned around and sprinted back to explain it all to her. Even as I went over it in my head I had to admit that her conclusion made complete sense. I had spewed bullshit, like everything was her fault, and I still couldn’t believe that I had said that I didn’t sleep with girls like her. It seemed incomprehensible, that in a few words I had stripped her self-worth away. I was so much like Pa that it was nauseating. The only solace that I took was that Pa was intentionally spiteful, I was a backward asshole, who twisted my words into something that was completely the opposite of how I felt. 

The guilt I felt about sleeping with Lexie was only muted by the terror that lodged in the pit of my belly about Gabriel’s surgery. It had been three hours already, and there still hadn’t been any word. I was sure that I had worn a path in the linoleum of the ICU waiting room with all the pacing I had done.

 I missed Dave’s steady presence but understood that he needed some sleep after spending the whole night sitting in a chair while I was off getting drunk. Asshole didn’t even come close to describing my actions. I knew I didn’t deserve a friend like Dave, but I was a whole lot grateful that he had put up with my shit for as long as he had. I still hated being in the hospital and all the memories it evoked, but I knew I couldn’t run away again. Gab deserved better. 

When the jackhammer that seemed to be drilling into my brain went into overdrive, I collapsed in a puke green fake leather lounge chair. As soon as I stopped moving thoughts about Lexie flooded my mind. There was a naturalness to her that none of the girls I had been with in the past had. Not to mention the obvious differences, like how even with no makeup, she still looked pretty. Not many girls could pull off the fresh-faced look like she did. Her eyelashes were dark and thick even without the black crap that most girls wore. Even her lips had color, like the pink of a carnation bud. 

She was a real girl and deserved a real relationship, way more than I could ever give her. At the very least she deserved an explanation, something that she would never get since I had bailed without even getting her number. The rational part of me said that I should have been relieved that I would never need to see her again, but I didn’t feel very rational. Not only had I robbed her of her virginity, but I had burned out of there like none of it had mattered. 

I hardly knew Lexie, but seeing her cry had shattered something in me, and made me remember Ma, and how Pa had thrived on making her break down. Sometimes, I thought it was better that Ma had died because at least she hadn’t had to live with Pa’s cruelty anymore. 

 I stretched out in the chair as much as it would allow, tilting my head back against the headrest. As soon as I had closed my eyes a replay of Gabriel’s accident went like a continuous feed through my mind. I stared down at the splinters still embedded in the skin of my knuckles and beneath my fingernails. Already the skin around the shards of wood was reddened and sore. I was a mess, and was probably starting to stink since I hadn’t had a shower in a while. All thoughts of personal hygiene and a few cuts, were trivial compared to the idea that Gabriel’s life was hanging in the balance. 

 “Finally decided to grace us with your presence.” 

Pa’s voice sliced through the air, startling me. I lurched to my feet, dizzy from the suddenness of the move. Pa was showered and fresh. His shirt crisp white, his pants perfectly ironed, even his expression of smug satisfaction didn’t seem to indicate that his son was in surgery fighting for his life. As much as I hated Pa, his complete lack of agitation baffled me. At the very least he was losing his son, at the most he was losing his gravy train.

He glowered at me with his watery blue eyes. As always, the intensity of his stare had me wanting to take a few steps back; I stood my ground. He loomed large with his fists at his thick waist. His legs were spread apart in a wide stance that said he wanted to beat the living shit out of me. Not exactly breaking news. Right then I kind of felt like I deserved his wrath, I had fucked up bad in so many ways, punishment seemed warranted. 

He was silent for a few more beats, waiting for a response to his statement that begged an explanation. Knowing that nothing I said would help the situation, I returned his glare with one of my own. Though no words were exchanged, Pa took my measured stare as an affront. His face mottled red with touches of purple. 

“You little bastard, you dare look at me like that when it’s all your fault that this happened,” he growled. 

His lips pulled back from his teeth in the best impression of a snarling dog that I had ever seen. It took me a few minutes to register what he had just said.

“My fault?” I said, my voice rising in pitch.

He closed the distance between us until his puffed out chest hit mine with enough force that I stumbled back. 

“Yes you little shit. You were responsible for the build and the stage. You probably didn’t bother to put all the screws and nails in so you could get your lazy ass to bed.”

I shook my head, hard enough that everything was a blur.

 “I did the build like I always do, I would never put Gab in danger, not to mention the crowd who came to see him…”

“You’ve always been jealous of your little brother, guess you thought you’d take him out of the equation so you wouldn’t have to deal with him anymore,” Pa spat, cutting me off mid-sentence.

“That’s not true.” 

I knew I was shouting, but I couldn’t seem to care because what Pa was saying was all bullshit.

“The police are going to question you on this,” Pa said. An expression of absolute satisfaction spread across his face.

This time I did back away because everything he was insinuating was all lies. I would never hurt Gab, anyone who knew me and about our relationship would understand that.

“And since you already have a rap sheet, well lets say the cops are pretty interested in your side of the story.”

“Rap sheet?” I said incredulously. “I don’t have a rap sheet…”

“You can’t tell me that a young strapping boy like you has already forgotten about the strings of times that Sanford and I bailed you out of jail.” 

The hatred in his eyes made my stomach turn in on itself.

“But you said that I wasn’t going to be charged…I…”

“Did I now?” 

His grin was brittle, his scathing laugh like fingernails against a chalkboard.

“Aggravated assault, resisting arrest, you’ve shown quite a penchant for violence. You like hurting people don’t you Ransom? You’ve always had something wrong in here,” he said, tapping the side of his head.

 “Just like your Ma,” he added as if it was an afterthought. It was anything but. Every word that passed through Pa’s sneering lips was meant to be as caustic as possible. He wanted to hurt me, to watch me react. He was my puppet master and I was his marionette.

I lunged at him, wrapping my hands around his thick neck. Clearly surprised by my move, he staggered back. The weight of his thick girth was enough to unbalance me, forcing me to release my hold on him. He recovered like the seasoned fighter he had once been, and delivered a full-on uppercut to my jaw. The pain was instant and relentless, but years of experience at the hands of Pa had toughened me enough that I rebounded as quickly as he had. Bitter rage at his mention of Ma seemed to afford me super human strength and speed. I struck fast and hard, one punch landing in his gut the other under his chin. His head snapped back so forcefully that I wondered if I had broken his neck.

Once again Pa’s history of violence made him a pro fighter. Having spent most of his youth sparring in boxing matches and of course underground fights where people bet on who would get beat to a pulp first, he was hardened as I was. That meant that he didn’t go down easy. Blood trickled from his nose, fire and loathing blazed in his eyes. I was positive that if he’d had a knife in his hand right then, he probably would have gutted me like a rabbit.

“What’s happening here?” 

A middle-aged nurse stood in the doorway of the waiting room. Dressed in mint green scrubs, she eyed Pa, then me. Her gaze came to rest on me, as if I was the guilty party.

Pa smirked at me then made a dramatic show of swaying, as if he was going to pass out. He wobbled as he turned to face her. 

“I need help, my son, he’s not right in the head, he’s beating me,” Pa said. 

The fear in his voice was so realistic that if I hadn’t known him for the lying, sadistic, son-of-a-bitch he was, I might have believed him too. Not willing to wait around to see how everything would shake down, I pushed past Pa. 

Clearly frightened about what I might do, the nurse side-stepped out of my way. I barreled down the hallway. I had no idea where I was going only that there was no way I was letting Pa pin the stage accident on me.

As I sped toward the exit all the gears snapped into place. Pa had been planning to take me down for a long time, the accident had just been divine timing, an opportunity to use my past mistakes to implicate me. I didn’t want to believe it but I also knew that there was no other explanation. My temper and rash actions over the years had given Pa all the rope he needed, and now he was going to hang me with it. With that grim reality planted firmly in my mind there was only one thing left to do, get the hell out of there before the police came to lock me away.


























20. LEXIE










Right on schedule there was a knock on my door. Even before I fully opened it Trinity rushed inside the hotel room. As was standard, she looked amazing and coifed as if she had just left a beauty salon. There was no sign whatsoever that said she had been roughing it in a pup tent. 

Today she was dress in a pumpkin orange puffy blouse that was made of a sheer fabric. Her lacy black bra, clearly visible beneath her shirt matched her three quarter length pants that were edged in the same lace as her bra. A simple pair of black flats completed the look. Her hair was in loose ringlets as if it had been freshly washed and curled. As usual I looked like a hobo next to her. It certainly didn’t help matters that my eyes were still puffy and red from crying. I had splashed cold water on my face until it had hurt. It had helped a little, I hoped it was enough so she would have no idea that I had just finished bawling my eyes out.

There was no way that I was going to tell Trinity about Ransom, as far as I was concerned the night had never happened.

“How do you manage to do it Trin?” I asked, with a shake of my head. I wanted to keep the focus on her, that way she would be less likely to pick up that anything was up with me. Though what I was saying wasn’t a lie.

She cocked a golden eyebrow. “Do what?” she asked, confused.

“Look like a goddess despite the fact that you slept in the woods last night.”

She smiled brightly. It only served to make her look even more stunning.

“Sleep might be a little generous of a word,” she said, waggling her eyebrows. 

As was her custom she easily deflected the question about her beauty. If there was one thing Trinity wasn’t, it was vain. On the other hand, Aiden looked every bit the part of a sleepless camper. His hair was limp and unwashed, his red t-shirt had a few smudges of what looked like mud. I didn’t want to ask where the mud had come from, but judging by the way he was grinning like a fool; they’d had a lust filled night. Much like mine I guessed. A fleeting memory of being with Ransom made my lower stomach tug in a way that had me remembering every detail of the night before. 

No matter how badly everything had turned out after, the sexual experience had been more than erotic. Ransom had made me feel some very powerful things. I knew that we would never be together again, still, I allowed my mind to drift for a second back to the concept that whatever sex I had in the future, would always be gauged by the way Ransom had made me feel. Sadly the morning after, and Ransom’s need to get away from me as fast as possible would always overshadow the bliss I had felt. 

Aiden stuffed his hands into the pockets of his faded jeans. His biceps flexed with the move. Without my bidding I was comparing Aiden’s muscles to Ransom’s. I conceded that if there was ever a muscle man competition between the two of them, Ransom would have definitely won for sheer bulk.

As if to prove her point about their passion filled night, Trinity wrapped a slender arm around Aiden’s trim waist, tugging him until their hips pressed together. She shot him an overtly suggestive glance that had him turning every shade of red. In my opinion there was nothing cuter than when a boy blushed. When Trinity finally managed to drag her simmering stare away from Aiden, she locked on me.

She tilted her head to the side. 

“I know that look,” she said, “but what I don’t get is how it’s on you right now when you told me that you were crashing early and…”

My heart seemed to stop beating because how could she know that I’d had sex the night before. I opened my mouth to explain.

“Don’t look so freaked out, I’m just messing with you. You’re more than free to have a drink or two, or three…” she said with a snicker.

I pushed out a sigh, more than a tiny bit relieved that I had read her wrong.

“I was depressed and I got a little drunk.”

“Honey from the way you look, like a truck backed over you a dozen times and one for good measure, there’s no little in front of how drunk you must have gotten.”

“Trin give me a break. I had every bit of hope that I could somehow salvage my screwed up life, snatched away from me yesterday. I’m still dealing.”

She shrugged noncommittally.

 “Well I guess there are worse things you could have done than to empty the bar fridge in your hotel room.”

I smiled wanly, satisfied that she had filled in the blanks without me having to. As far as I was concerned a conversation about what had gone down the night before would never happen. The whole “whatever happened in Vegas” mantra popped into my head, only in this case it was whatever happened in Apern.

“You’re going to have one hell of a bill, they charge your first born for a tiny plane-sized bottle of vodka,” she said with a grin. 

I nodded, imagining the bullet I had just dodged, zinging by my temple. I grabbed my purse and suitcase then followed them to the front desk. 

“Aiden can you go out and turn the A/C to max. I feel pretty seedy and I know that if it’s one bit hot I’m going to hurl.”

“Sure, no prob,” he said. He cast his eyes toward Trinity. “You coming?”

Trinity leveled her gaze on me. I flicked my hand, shooing her away. 

“We’ll be waiting in the car,” she said with a little wave, then linked hands with Aiden. I couldn’t help but wish that someday I would have someone look at me the way Aiden did Trinity. 

  

As requested Aiden had the car colder than a glacier. I more than appreciated the effort. As soon as I had settled into the back seat, the fact that I hadn’t eaten yet was brought to my attention by the persistent growling of my stomach.

Aiden directed the car onto the main street. We drove down the same route that I had walked the night before. I couldn’t stay the shudder that ran through me when we passed the alleyway where I had been attacked. 

“I need Tylenol, now,” I groaned.

 Even with my sunglasses on, the light was luminescent and seemed to penetrate deep into my brain, making my already pounding head only worse. 

“There’s a hospital up ahead, they should have a pharmacy where you can get Tylenol,” Trinity said. 

As soon as she had spoken, a plan formed in my mind and my heart jumped with excitement. It was as if the powers that be, had handed me one last opportunity to see Gabriel Sanders. I wasn’t about to ignore it.

 Even in my head the concept of barging in on someone who was badly hurt sounded wrong. But my need for answers, the whole reason for my being since  Mom had died, said I wasn’t going to do anything to hurt him. Was asking a few questions really that wrong?

“Yeah they…” I started to say then clapped my mouth shut. The last thing I needed to reveal was that I knew anything at all about the hospital.

“Huh?” Aiden said, shooting me a brief look over his shoulder before he stared back at the road ahead.

“Yeah, they should have one… a Pharmacy I mean, most hospitals do,” I stammered.

 Aiden nodded. I was quietly relieved that both he and Trinity had accepted my statement without question .

“I don’t know if they have parking, can you wait until we find a department store?” Aiden asked a few minutes later, not bothering to turn in my direction. 

Fear squeezed my stomach in its fist. After I had been handed the opportunity the last thing I wanted to do was to have it tugged away again. Anxiety coursed through me like a live wire, but I shoved my feelings away. Any sign of agitation would have had Trinity’s radar firing on all cylinders. 

“You don’t have to park, you can just drop me off and I’ll run in and pick up what I need. I should be out in a few minutes,” I said as calmly as I could manage.

Aiden shrugged. “Fine,” he said. 

He turned into the lane that led to the hospital entrance. Moments later we were parked alongside the curb of the main door. Trinity exited the car painfully slow, as if she was trying to make me wait a little longer. I lurched forward and out of the car as soon as she had flipped her seat ahead. Before I could leave she caught my hand in hers, indicating that she planned to join me.

“Where are you going?” I snapped. My voice was razor thin with tension. 

“Shit Lexie, don’t have a canary, I thought I’d get a few snacks for the road is all.” She seemed more hurt by my retort than suspicious.

My breath came out in a rush. “Sorry for being so bitchy, my headache is really bad and…” I gave her a tentative grin. “Don’t worry, I’ll get some snacks.”

Once again Trinity did the unexpected. She nodded then returned to the passengers seat. I hoped that my utter shock wasn’t evident on my face. Not willing to screw up the gift I had just been given, I spun on my heel. I sprang forward so fast, that I was just short of running.

Today the foyer was devoid of reporters and press. Most of the people that milled around were either patients, staff, or visitors. The business as usual atmosphere meant that the chances of getting a lock on where Gabriel was, were better this time around.

The staff at the information desk had changed from the night before which in my opinion was another bonus. I straightened my spine, donning a persona that said I actually had the right to know where Gabriel Sander’s room was.

The man that I approached had a head shaped like a bowling ball. Most of his hair was gone except for a cap of grey that looked like a beanie atop his head. His cheeks were rosy, his nose bulbous with spidering blue veins. I was pleased to see there was nothing but warmth in his brown eyes. With my target in sight I moved purposefully in his direction until I was standing at the edge of the counter.

“May I help you young lady?” he said.

I leaned in closer.

“I’m here to see Gabriel Sanders,” I whispered as if divulging a secret.

 I rested my arms on the counter, attempting to appear relaxed. It was a difficult feat with the impossibly fast beat of my over anxious heart, that was actually making swishing sounds in my ears.

The man’s smile dropped away. He leaned forward.

“Sorry dear, but I’m not allowed to give that information out,” he said. 

His smile returned and was just as cheery as it had been before, but I noticed that it was now tainted with apprehension. 

 “But he’s a good friend of mine and I…” I said with as much indignation as I could work up. The man’s face flushed brilliant rouge. He pressed his thick purplish lips together in what looked like regret, then shook his head. Before he could say another word his eye caught something behind me. An expression of relief raced across his face.

“There’s his brother now, he can tell you the room number,” he said, motioning with a hand at the space behind me. 

“Mr. Sanders, could you come here for a moment?” 

My breath caught and I suddenly felt like a caged animal. I didn’t want to turn around and face Gabriel’s brother and be outed as a bold-faced liar. But since there was no secret hatch below my feet that could shuttle me away, there was only one thing to do, face the music, then get out of there as quickly as possible. It was funny how as soon as I needed it the most, whatever twist of fate that had helped me so far had decided to go on a coffee break.

I turned in what felt like slow motion, wishing with all my heart that it would all just fade away. 

“You.” 

We said the same word in unison, and were probably wearing identical stunned expressions. It took me a few minutes to put it all together. It seemed impossible that Ransom was Gabriel Sanders brother. I squinted at him, trying to glean any  similarity between the two. From the photos and videos I had seen of Gabriel, he was petite, almost albino looking and didn’t look even remotely like Ransom.

 From his un-showered and bleary-eyed appearance, Ransom had come directly to the hospital as soon as he had left the hotel. His panic-stricken expression and the way he was panting as if he had been running, said things were not going well in his world. I opened my mouth to ask him what was going on, just as the man at the information desk chimed in.

“This young lady wants to know…” I twirled around to face him as fast as was humanly possible.

“I’ve got this,” I said in one breath.

He froze mid-sentence, shrugged, then went back to the papers that he had been sorting when I had first approached him. I turned back to face Ransom. Searing heat traveled up the length of my neck, then to my face. I hadn’t expected to see him again and now that I had, I felt embarrassed as if I was reliving the moment when he had rejected me all over again. It didn’t help that I was just discovering that he was the older brother of the kid I was trying to stalk. I didn’t think there was any way to get out of there without some sort of an explanation. I decided to give it a shot anyway. 

Ransom opened his mouth to speak, but before he said anything I skirted around him, then made my way toward the sliding glass doors. All thoughts of the Pharmacy and Tylenol were gone, getting away, fast, was the new flavor of the moment. 

“Hey, Lexie, hold up for a minute will you,” he said from behind me. 

Even without looking back at him, I could hear the tension in his voice. The last thing I wanted to do was to stop, but I couldn’t so easily forget what he had done for me in the alleyway. I turned back toward him. He raked a hand through his hair a few times until it stood on end. The absolute desperation in his expression touched something inside of me. I knew that look, I had worn it every day since Mom had been killed.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

He took a few steps closer to me. I didn’t want to admire the way his shirt stretched over his broad shoulders or appreciate the dark stubble that graced his sculpted jaw, but I did. Without trying, there was something so intensely sexual about Ransom that it was difficult to look away. It didn’t help matters that I had the benefit of knowing exactly what he looked like beneath his clothes, all buff and hard muscle. 

“Do you have a car?” he asked. 

I snapped back to the present, ashamed that I had been imagining Ransom naked when he was clearly upset. We hadn’t left on the best terms, but now that I had a birds eye view of what he was dealing with, I pitied him. I didn’t know what exactly was wrong with Gabriel, only that the radio had said that he was in pretty bad shape. 

I shook my head. “I don’t, but my friends do, do you need a ride somewhere?”

“Yeah,” he said, breathlessly. 

He hooked his arm around my waist as if we were a couple, guiding me to the main door. I was too stunned by the move to protest. Only when we were back outside did I stop him.

“What’s going on?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. 

He drew in a huge breath. “I saved you last night, I’m calling in the favor, can you help me out?” he asked. 

His face was stony, giving nothing away. I nodded my ascent because he truly had saved my butt. I could spare him a drive, then we would be even.

“The car is over here,” I said, pointing toward the bug, parked about fifty feet away. He grabbed my hand, practically tugging me behind him. I had to jog to catch up. His erratic behavior had me wary. The only thing that put me at ease was knowing that both Aiden and Trinity were with me. But if I was being truthful, I wasn’t really scared of Ransom. I had no reason to believe that he was going to hurt me. 

Trinity and Aiden were staring out at us as we approached the car. I didn’t blame them for their guarded expressions. They had no idea who Ransom was, and for sure couldn’t understand why we were holding hands, a concept that even I was wondering about. I was prepared for an extremely awkward introduction. Before we reached the car Trinity was out. Aiden followed her lead, and was by her side waiting. I smiled innocently, as if dragging a stranger back to the car with me after a snack run was an everyday occurrence. It did little to wipe away their twin expressions of concern.

“Are you okay Lexie?” Trinity asked, taking a step closer to Ransom and me. I nodded. 

“This is Ransom, I met him yesterday…” I felt a blush work up my cheeks because met didn’t quite describe what had occurred between us. Trinity eyed Ransom. It was obvious that she knew there was more to the story than the tiny nugget I had provided.

I decided to use the one new piece of information that I was still working to absorb to my advantage. 

“Ransom is Gabriel Sanders’ older brother. He just needs to get away from the hospital for a while, you know.” 

I smiled sweetly. Trinity’s eyes widened, then she appeared to accept my explanation. The stiffness that had marked her stance, released. She curved her lips into a sympathetic grin. 

“I heard about the accident on the radio. I’m so sorry about your brother. Is he going to be okay?”

A storm seemed to race across Ransom’s face at the mention of his brother. It appeared as if he was about to say something rude, but instead deflated, releasing a huge sigh.

“He’s in surgery and I…” 

His voice trailed off. He threw a glance over his shoulder as if expecting to see someone. 

“I just need a break away from it all, hospitals aren’t my thing.” 

He shrugged stiffly. It was all Trinity needed. 

She motioned for Aiden to get back into the car. Trinity released the latch for her seat and it popped forward. I gave Ransom a little shove, signaling for him to get in. Even as I slipped into the space beside him I wondered what I was doing. I didn’t know Ransom in the least, but I had offered to drive him to hell knew where. Trinity made herself comfortable in the passenger seat, then slammed the door shut. Instead of relaxing at being in the car, Ransom seemed even more strung out and jittery. I couldn’t help but question what was up with him. 

Without comment, Aiden pulled out onto the main street. Soon the hospital was well behind us. I chanced one final look back. Before the hospital was completely out of sight, I noticed two police cars had taken up the spot where we had just been parked.

“Where are you going?” Aiden said.

He shot Ransom a brief glance back in the rearview mirror, before he returned his focus to the road. 

“With Lexie,” Ransom said.

I sucked in a huge mouthful of air, stunned by his words. I had no idea what he was talking about. It sounded as if we’d had a conversation about where he was going, only I hadn’t been privy to it. My mouth opened and closed a few times, but I decided keeping quiet was my best course of action. 

Ransom elbowed me lightly in the ribs and winked as if he had it all worked out. I stared at him blankly. He shot me a plastic smile, and it made me curious about what he was playing at. Even without him saying it, I was sure something more than Gabriel’s surgery was eating at him, but I had no idea what it could be. All I knew was that whatever it was, had started with the phone call he had received at the hotel room.

“So you’re going to Lexie’s house?” Trinity said. 

She turned around in her seat, casting an appraising gaze over Ransom. From her rapt expression, Ransom’s hotness hadn’t gone unnoticed. It wasn’t like she was flirting per se, more like admiring the window dressing without buying anything.  

Ransom shot me a nervous look, evidently wanting me to take control of the situation. 

“Sure, yeah, he’s coming to my place for a while…” I said. “Dad and Carla are gone to the Virgin Islands for three weeks. A last trip before the baby comes,” I said. As soon as I had said the word virgin I went beat red. The reference hadn’t been lost on Ransom either, who looked more distressed than before, if that was even possible. 

 I gave him a meaningful stare, his already solemn face tightened. I didn’t want to be satisfied that he was struggling with the concept that he had stripped me of my virginity, but I was. The fact that he was exceedingly uncomfortable with even the word virgin, as benign as it had been, meant that like me, he thought it was a big deal. 

Ransom scrubbed his hands over his face, blew out a breath of air, and gazed out the window at the passing scenery. In the time since I had discovered that Ransom was Gabriel Sanders’ brother,  a plan had worked it’s way into my mind, one that had me getting exactly what I had wanted from the day we had left to see the show. I was beginning to think that coincidences didn’t exist, and that everything in our life was orchestrated by some divine plan. How else could I explain what had happened in the last day in a half. Ransom Sanders hadn’t walked into my life by chance. He had been sent to me, so I could get what I had longed for since the night Mom had left that cryptic message on my phone. 

Now that I knew what was going on, all sense of worry and hesitation about bringing Ransom with me, dissolved. I grabbed on with both hands to the idea that Ransom would be my pathway to Gabriel. I knew I probably should have had crazy obsessed stalker stamped across my forehead for how very deep I was digging in, but I didn’t feel like I had a choice. A part of me felt guilty for planning to use him to get what I wanted, but I didn’t let it take hold. Ransom had practically forced me to take him in the car with him, a little payback seemed in order.

Without knowing it, Ransom was on the same page as I was, making it up as he went. It lessened my guilt knowing that he was right there with me, spinning lies. I still had no idea what he was trying to escape, only that he was running from something or someone.

I knew I probably should have had crazy obsessed stalker stamped across my forehead for how very deep I was digging in, but I didn’t feel like I had a choice. Even if I didn’t want to admit it, my obsession had a very dark side and made me willing to do things that I would never have imagined before. In my heart I knew that it was a recipe for disaster, but I couldn’t put much thought into it. Because if things worked out like I wanted, there was a good chance that soon I would finally connect with Mom, and get the answers I had been searching for.


























21. RANSOM










Seeing Lexie in the foyer of the hospital had left me conflicted. Despite going over in my mind what I would have said to her if I’d had the chance, I was also okay with avoiding the conflict. It was beyond weird that she had just happened to show up in the hospital right when the bottom had fallen out of my world, but the fact that she had, certainly had to mean something. I wasn’t a believer in fate, but I also couldn’t ignore that things happened all the time that couldn’t be explained. Being around Gabriel had shown me that more times than not. 

My heart lurched at the thought of Gab fighting for his life while I was out drinking and screwing around. Maybe Pa had been right after all, maybe I was responsible for Gab’s accident. If I had been where I was supposed to be, I would have been the one laid out on an operating table, not Gab. Somehow that scenario seemed so much simpler.

The rapid exit that Lexie had attempted when she had spotted me, showed me that I was definitely not on her list of favorite people. If I had been any kind of man I would have let her just leave and dealt with my own shit, rapidly piling up around me, but I couldn’t. I knew Pa, and that he always went good on his promises. I was positive that the police were already on their way, which meant that I had no time to dick around. 

I raced to catch up with Lexie, grabbing her arm before she disappeared. I made up the rest as I went.

Now sitting in the car with her friends, I had to admit that I hadn’t expected her to agree to give me a drive. I appraised Trinity. She was tall and willowy and in my opinion the complete opposite of Lexie. Her eyes were clear blue, her hair the color of spun gold. Where Lexie was dressed in loose jeans and a fitted tee, Trinity was wearing an outfit that she could have gone clubbing in. 

I smiled when Aiden checked me out in the rearview mirror for the tenth time. Though his face was friendly, his narrowed eyes said he wasn’t ready to trust me. When he had been standing outside of the car I had noticed that he was probably a foot shorter than me. He wore a t-shirt that was too tight and should have been a size larger, much like how Dave’s shirt fit me, though Aiden’s choice had been deliberate. His defined muscles and body builder’s physique said he lifted weights regularly. 

I heard approaching sirens as we moved away from the hospital. I wasn’t able to hide the rush of air from my lungs as the distance between the hospital and us lengthened. I reclined against the backseat, trying to make sense of everything that had happened. I was still surprised at how quickly Aiden and Trinity had accepted Lexie’s explanation, and had surprisingly agreed to give me a lift. I was certain the mention of Gab’s name had helped oil the wheels. It never ceased to amaze me that even without him being around, Gabriel managed to open doors that would normally be closed for me. 

The back seat was cramped, forcing Lexie and I close enough that the smell of the citrus shampoo she must have washed her hair with, wafted toward me. It made my lack of hygiene all the more apparent. 

“So you’re going to Lexie’s house?” Trinity said, bringing me out of my thoughts. 

The question had thrown me off guard. I normally wasn’t a great liar, this time wasn’t any different. I had nothing to say. Thankfully Lexie was a little more on the ball than I was, and once again saved my ass. I had to admit that whatever I had done for her in the alleyway had been paid back in kind. But even before I could relax back into the lies, Lexie’s mention of the Virgin Islands, brought our torrid night back in Technicolor. I tried not to react but my body had different plans, tensing up at the word virgin. Being reminded about what I had done felt like a punch in the guts. From her friends warm reception, she hadn’t told them what had happened.

I nodded mutely. There was no way I was actually going to Lexie’s house. In fact as soon as I had a chance I was getting as far away from her and her friends as I could. There was no way I was going to bring any heat down on them by process of association. 

“Trin, can you flip on the radio, I need a diversion, my head is still pounding,” Lexie said. 

She leaned back against the leather seat, closing her eyes. 

“Didn’t you get the Tylenol at the Pharmacy?” Trinity asked. Lexie’s eyes cut toward me then away as if she didn’t know how to respond.

“They were closed,” she said, glancing out the window. 

She was lying. I had noticed the sign had said opened on the Pharmacy when I had ran by. Lexie looked over at me as if she knew I was questioning why she had lied.

“What?” she said with a note of irritation in her tone. I arched an eyebrow, deciding that it was none of my business. She closed her eyes again.

I shrugged, tugging my phone out of my pocket. I knew that Dave would still be sound asleep, but that Sanford would be around to answer my call. Hopefully he had been in touch with Pa, and would know what was going on with Gab’s surgery.

Sanford’s phone rang three times before he finally picked up. 

“Yeah,” he practically barked into the phone. His unusually curt demeanor left me silent. 

“Hello?” he said again. His voice was filled with impatience with an undercurrent of tension.

“Sanford, it’s Ransom,” I said in a soft voice, not wanting to disturb Lexie. Her mouth was wide open, and she had her head resting against the side window as she slept.

“Ransom,” he said, his voice losing all of its hostility. “Have you talked to your Pa?” he asked before I had a chance to say a word.

“Yeah, I did…” I started to say.

“Did he tell you that they found a small explosive device in the rubble, and that they’ve concluded that the stage collapse wasn’t an accident after all.”

 The news hit me hard. It was one thing for the collapse to have been a horrific accident, but quite another for it to have been deliberate.

“Who would have done that?” I asked, my voice rising in pitch. “Who would have wanted to hurt Gab?”

I heard Sanford draw in a long inhalation before he spoke again.

 “Your father is convinced that you were behind it…” 

In that instant it felt as if all the oxygen in the atmosphere had been sucked away, and I was left struggling to catch my breath. Things were so much worse than I had originally thought.

“But that’s bullshit,” I shouted.

 I felt a hand on my arm and heard Lexie’s voice. I didn’t seem capable of focusing on anything but Sanford’s bizarre statement. Pa knew exactly how I felt about Gabriel, in fact he had used my overprotective nature against me more times than I could count.

A veil of hot rage blotted out the world around me. I clasped my phone so tight that my hand hurt.

“I know you’d never do anything to hurt him Ransom, but it’s my word against your Pa’s, and I haven’t a shred of proof, not like him…”

“Proof?” I said incredulously. Then it came to me, the rap sheets Pa had mentioned. 

“You mean the rap sheets?” I shook my head violently. “Just because I got into a few fights doesn’t mean I’d do anything like that…” 

It felt like the world was crumbling all around me. The life I had always thought I had despised now seemed like heaven. It was weird how fate could make you change your whole perspective in a few heartbeats.

“There’s more. And before you ask, I don’t know what he has, only that whatever he showed the police made them mighty anxious to talk to you.”

“Fuck,” I said. 

The word didn’t come close to describing how messed up everything was. It was one thing to be blamed for missing a few screws in the build, a planted bomb was something completely different. 

“But it’s not true, I would never do anything to hurt Gab, don’t they know that the floor gave way in the exact spot that I was standing?” 

My voice broke. The truth came at me in a flurry. Everything that had happened had been a plan to eliminate me. 

“It was for me, the accident was supposed to take me out, but Gab somehow knew, he pushed me out of the way…” 

I was the one who was supposed to have died not Gab. It made me wonder if Gabriel had known all along, saw or heard something about what was supposed to go down. But if he had, why hadn’t he told me about it.

“But why? Why would he do that?” 

A thousand emotions swept through me as the truth lodged firmly in my brain; Pa didn’t just hate me, he despised me, enough that he wanted to get rid of me permanently. 

There was a pause on the other end. When Sanford finally spoke again it was muffled as if he had his hand over the receiver.

“I’m not saying I know anything, since I’ve got nothing but a gut feeling to back me, but he hasn’t taken too kindly to what he sees as the control you have over Gabriel… ” I heard him exhale loudly into the receiver. It  was the worst sound I had ever heard because Sanford was unflappable, for him to be this stressed out meant that there was little to no hope. More pieces to the twisted puzzle that was my life, snapped into place.

“Ransom? What’s wrong?” Lexie’s voice finally broke into my consciousness. I stared at her unable to speak. I shook my head, biting back the tears that clouded my vision. Pa’s voice filled my head, telling me only wimps and pussies cried. I felt Lexie’s fingers curl around my free hand. I squeezed back. Her touch, a show of kindness from a virtual stranger, was the only thing that kept me anchored enough to speak.

“He’s here…I’ve got to go, be safe and stay under cover because it’s only going to get hotter,” Sanford said hastily.

“What about Gabriel, how did his surgery go?” I said, finally finding my voice. A click and disconnection signal was my only response.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I yelled, smashing my phone against the seat in front of me over and again until it flew from my grasp and connected with the back of Aiden’s head. Five seconds later the dominoes began to fall. All I could do was watch, and regret that yet again my violent temper had screwed everything up.

 There was a solid thunk sound when my phone hit the back of Aiden’s skull. Stunned, he slammed on the brakes, hard. The tires squealed and the car, not built for precision, fishtailed. Aiden jerked the wheel and just managed to get it back in control when my whole body jerked forward from the impact of another car rear-ending us. I braced myself with one arm against the back of Aiden’s seat. Lexie was jolted out of her seat, and I instinctively threw an arm in front of her, preventing her from flying forward. Her chest connected with my forearm, but not hard enough to hurt. Trinity screamed, long and shrill. Next came a crunch of metal then the sound of glass shattering. 

Stillness came next, where only the drone of the radio broke the quiet. Finally after what seemed like an hour but was probably only a few seconds, Trinity yelled. 

“Is everyone okay?”

I nodded immediately, not that anyone was even looking at me.

“I think I’m okay,” Lexie said, fear heavy in her voice.

“I cracked my head pretty good,” Aiden said. 

His voice was thick and slurred. I leaned forward to check him out. He had a three-inch gash on his head that was gushing blood. I realized that the car was too old to have been equipped with an airbag.

“Oh my god,” Trinity screeched. 

Her hands went to her face as if she had no idea what else to do. Every part of me wanted to run away. I knew that the police were going to arrive at any minute, and probably arrest me. Despite the fear of getting nabbed and going to jail, I knew I couldn’t bail. Everything that had happened was my fault and though it wouldn’t make up for my actions, helping any way I could, was the least I could do. 

I was out of the car in seconds. As soon as I was on the paved highway I got the full picture of the damage that I had caused. The bug was squashed like an accordion. The back hood was wide open, showing that the whole engine block had been shoved right up to the rearview window. The rear window had popped out from the impact, but rather than landing in the back seat with Lexie and I, it had fallen on top of the engine. 

The white Toyota Corolla that had smashed into us looked like it had been welded to the back end of the bug. A woman with straw-colored hair and bug-eyed sunglasses was already outside her vehicle. Her white velour jumpsuit that just happened to match the color of her car perfectly, clung to the many lumps and bulges of her pudgy frame. She fanned her face with her age-spotted hand like she was overheated. Seeing that she was capable of walking on her own, I shifted my focus away from her to Aiden.

I took a step forward, flinging the driver’s side door wide. Aiden was reclined against the back seat with his eyes partially hooded. Trinity was rubbing his shoulder repeatedly as if the act would somehow help him. In the minute or two that it had taken me to appraise the scene, the blood flowing from the cut on Aiden’s forehead had already coated his entire face. If I hadn’t seen his cut just seconds before, I might have thought his injuries were much worse than they really were.

I ripped at the bottom of my shirt, managing to pull off a strip of fabric, wide enough to stanch the blood spurting from Aiden’s forehead.

“Aiden, are you all right?” Trinity’s voice had a hysterical quality, and did nothing to bring calm to the situation. I flicked my eyes to where she was still sitting. Her face was ghostly white as if she had passed out but her body hadn’t gotten the message yet. She had stopped touching Aiden’s shoulder, and now had her hands clasped together as if she was praying. 

“Don’t worry Trinity, he’s going to be fine,” I said, trying to bring her anxiety level down a few notches. Her only response to my statement was for her to wring her hands until I thought she would shear the skin from her fingers and palms. 

 Resigned to the idea that there was nothing I could do for her, I dabbed at the blood on Aiden’s head then balled up the rag, applying pressure to his wound.

“What can I do to help?” Lexie said from beside me. 

In my haste to get to Aiden I had all but forgotten about her.

“Hold this,” I said. 

I grabbed her hand, pressing it to the space where I had just been holding. Though I had held her hand before, I hadn’t noticed how delicate her bones were, or how soft her skin was until right at that moment. It seemed like the oddest thing to think about when Aiden was bleeding like a stuck pig, but I guessed it was a testament to being human, and our need to grab onto something beautiful in a time of crisis. Lexie obliged unquestioningly, slipping into the space where I had just been standing. The worried expression in her eyes mingled with an aura of reticence that said she needed to suck it up and help, no matter how freaked out she was. In my experience that was a rare quality.

With my hands freed, I tugged my shirt off, grateful for the plain cotton that gave way to my vicious tears. In a few minutes I had salvaged three good-sized bandages that would suffice to dress Aiden’s wound until the medical personnel showed up. I tossed what was left of my shirt aside then tucked the strips of fabric into my pants pocket for later. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the woman behind us sway as if she was going to faint. 

I hurried back to her. She was leaning against the side of her car and had so far managed to stay on her feet. From the way she was wobbling that was quickly about to change. Just before I reached her, she slid gracelessly down the side of her car as if she was drunk. She landed with her feet splayed out to the sides, her head lolling against her shoulder.

The smell of alcohol and breath mints assaulted my senses well before I reached her. Though my phone rocket had been the cause of the accident, it seemed like this lady’s dulled senses might have been a contributing factor too.

I went on my haunches until I was eye level with her. 

“Ma’am, are you all right?” I asked in a loud voice that seemed to carry high into the air. From what I could see, she was more drunk than hurt. Her lidded eyes were caked with clumped black mascara and pale blue eye shadow. When she didn’t reply to my original question, I repeated it. This time her eyelids flickered then opened. Her brown cataract-filmed eyes seemed to stare right through me.

 Without knowing why, I felt as if someone was standing behind me. I swiveled to look around and saw Lexie standing there, looking slightly dazed.

“Are you okay?” I asked. She nodded.

Then it twigged that she wasn’t with Aiden anymore. ”Why did you leave Aiden?” I asked.

Lexie shook her head a couple of times as if she was trying to clear the dust from her mind. Her face smoothed into a look of impassivity.

“There’s a doctor over there who stopped when she saw the accident. She’s taking care of Aiden,” Lexie said in a whisper, almost as if it was difficult for her to form the words. I wondered if she was having a delayed reaction to the shock of having just been in a car accident.

 “Am I in heaven, are you an angel?” the old woman said. I turned back toward her. She had passed out again. I smirked at the absurdity of her comment.

I heard a gasp from behind me and shifted back to Lexie. She was paler than before and looked as if she was going to be sick.

“Are you okay?” I asked again. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Maybe an angel,” she said, trapping her bottom lip between her teeth.

“Huh?” I said, then rapidly realized that she was referring to the lady’s comment.

“Oh yeah, that…” I released a forced laugh.

Seeing there was nothing to do for the woman, I got back to my feet. The shriek of sirens grew louder as they drew closer.

“The Calvary has arrived,” I said, striding toward Lexie. She stood stunned and unmoving, staring at me with an intensity that left me feeling uncomfortable. 

“Is she going to be all right?” Lexie asked in a tone that said she didn’t really care, and was only saying the words because it was the right thing to say. 

I nodded. “Yeah I think so, she’s a lot trashed, but seems okay otherwise,” I said.

Lexie nodded in response, her face remained expressionless. I was beginning to wonder if she had conked her head too. I pulled my focus away from her long enough to see two paramedics rush toward us. My stomach lurched at the memories of the last paramedics that I had encountered. An unwanted image of Gabriel, broken and bruised, flashed into my mind, I rapidly pushed it away. I couldn’t think about Gab because if I did I would shut down. Now more than ever I needed to keep it together. 

Pa had controlled me my whole life and now he was trying to have me sent away for something I didn’t even do.  And if I didn’t keep it together he might just succeed. If he did I would never see Gabriel again. I would die before I ever let that happen.


























22. LEXIE










It seemed I had just closed my eyes when I heard Ransom’s voice boom through the car. My eyes popped wide. I was still messed up from my hangover, and now my heart was beating erratically in my chest. I didn’t want to be scared with the way he was acting, but there was violence in his expression that sent a penetrating shudder through me. Instinctively my hand found his. I wanted him to know that no matter what was happening that he wasn’t alone. Trinity and Aiden had been there for me, now I wanted to pay it forward.

Ransom seemed to cool down, the hard lines of his face relaxed slightly. I felt his fingers squeeze mine. I stared down at our linked hands, surprised at how good it felt to be there for someone else. Since Mom had died I had always been the needy one who required comforting, it felt good to give back. I glanced out at the scenery that we were zipping by. Ransom continued to speak but the stressed cadence of his voice wasn’t enough to stop exhaustion from taking over, making it tough to keep my eyes open.

Seconds later I was jerked back into consciousness. The car was careening and Aiden was trying to keep it in control, and just when I thought we were out of the woods Ransom’s arm came in front of me. An instant later an impossibly strong force threw me like a rag doll. The pressure of my body against Ransom’s arm had knocked the wind out of me, but since there was no seatbelt on my side of the car, he had saved me from flying forward. It had all happened so fast that it took me a minute to gauge where I was, and that we had been in a car accident.

My gaze traveled to Trinity. She was a complete mess, something that looked a lot like unhinged panic raced across her face. Aiden was even worse, blood poured from a cut in his forehead, making Trinity’s anxiety completely understandable. By the time I had gotten my bearings, Ransom was already out of the car, ripping at his shirt. I was by no means an expert in first aid, but I knew sitting there in the car wasn’t going to help anyone.

Ransom was calm and collected. He assessed the scene rapidly then jumped into action. Before I could think about helping he had already applied a rag to Aiden’s head. 

“Can I do anything to help?” I asked, finally finding the right words to say.

He gave me a cursory glance back. “Hold this,” he said.

Then before I knew it, we had switched places, and he had gone to help the lady who had hit us.

“I’m a doctor, can I help?” a woman said from beside me.

 Dressed in black leather pants, a matching black bomber jacket and knee-high biker boots, the woman who claimed to be a doctor looked anything but. She tugged off her neon blue motorcycle helmet and a spill of hazelnut hair poured out like someone from a shampoo commercial. Her eyes were deep brown, her face tanned and her lips the impossible color of ripe cherries. I knew I was being stupid, but she looked too pretty to be a doctor. Super model sure, but doctor, not so much.

“Yeah, sure,” I said.

“What’s his name?” she asked. The authority in her voice said that looks could be deceiving.

 “Aiden,” I said. 

My mouth went cotton dry when I realized how fast the rag that I had been holding against Aiden’s head was getting saturated with blood. 

“I’m Juniper, or Dr. Morrisette,” she said, leaning across me to peer down at Aiden who seemed to have fallen asleep. I felt miniature next to her since she must have been over six-feet-tall.

“I can take that for you,” she said. She placed a hand over mine, grabbing the edges of the rag so I could step out of her way. With Trinity watching, Dr. Morrisette went to work on Aiden. 

Now on my own, I worked to grasp how just a few minutes before we had been driving down the highway, where my worst problem was that I was hungover and no longer a virgin. It seemed impossible how everything had shifted in the amount of time it had taken to draw in another breath.

As soon as I had stepped away from the car, I was shuttled back to the last accident that had changed my life forever. The concept that Trinity or Aiden could have been killed, and the impermanence of everything in my life hit me hard.

I spun away, unable to look at Aiden for a minute longer.

“This is all my fault,” I whispered. 

Once again my selfishness had resulted in people getting hurt. Aiden and Trinity would never have been on the road driving if I hadn’t begged them to take me to see Gabriel Sanders. Yet again I was responsible for screwing up more lives. I stumbled away from the car, not really knowing where I planned to go. I found myself standing behind Ransom, who was busy attending to the elderly lady who had been in the car behind us. Sensing that I was there, he brought his focus to me.

“Are you okay?” he said.

I nodded.

“Why did you leave Aiden?” he asked, an expression of renewed concern marred his face.

“There’s a doctor over there who stopped when she saw the accident. She’s taking care of Aiden,” I said, feeling a little guilty that I hadn’t stuck around for Trinity when the doctor had taken over.

Ransom nodded with understanding. It was then that I took all of him in. His hair was tousled, and a slight breeze made a few strands catch around his sculpted cheek bones. His body was as beautiful as it had been the last time I had seen it. Now crouched with his back toward me and with the light shining on him, I noticed faint white scars and jagged lines cutting across the muscles of his back. If I hadn’t known better I might have thought that he had been whipped until something had cut through his flesh.

  “Am I in heaven, are you an angel?” the woman said.

 The words seemed to embed in me like tiny darts from the past. All I could think was what were the chances of there being yet another accident, and someone mentioning an angel. I sucked in a stilted breath, not sure what it all meant only that there was something to it. I had never believed in synchronicity, but too many weird things had occurred in the past three days not to have made me ponder what it all meant. 

“Are you okay, you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” Ransom’s statement pulled me back.

“Maybe an angel,” I said, not really sure where the words had come from. Ransom wore a curious expression. I didn’t really hear what he said next, noting only how the intensity of his stare made me feel self-conscious.

“Is she going to be all right?” I asked, anxious for him to forget my previous senseless comment.

 “Yeah, I think so, she’s a lot trashed but seems okay otherwise,” he said, still studying me.

Thankfully a couple of paramedics who were approaching us, shifted Ransom’s focus away from me for a second. He glanced back at the woman who was passed out with her head balanced against the side of the car. I wasn’t sure how, or even why it happened, only that I suddenly felt faint like all the shit that had become my life since Mom had died had landed squarely on my shoulders. I was by no means a fainter, in fact in the past I had ridiculed people who had passed out in school assemblies, but it felt that whatever was going on with me didn’t have an off switch. As the world spiraled around me I had a terrible thought about just how much damage the pavement was going to do to my body when I landed. That was all I remembered before I was tugged into a black swirl.

When I opened my eyes, Ransom’s face was the first thing I saw. I drew in a quick breath, unable to speak because just gazing up into his eyes was mind boggling. And it wasn’t just because he was gorgeous, that was a given, it was something else in his eyes. A kind of boyish innocence that said he wanted to see the best in the world. As if he could love a flower for every bit of it, stem, roots and all the things that made it what it was, not just the parts that made it beautiful. But as quickly as it was there, it was gone.

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

I pushed up onto my elbows. Ransom, still shirtless, backed out of my way. He remained squatting, so our faces were almost level. This close it was hard not to notice the hard plains of his face, and to remember how very wonderful his body had felt against mine when he…

I shook my head, more than pissed that yet again I was thinking about having sex with Ransom. I purposely let my eyes drift away from his, when I did, I noticed that I was lying on a patch of grass that edged the roadside. Fields of the same tall grass, stretched as far as I could see. Without my permission my gaze wandered back to Ransom’s torso, positioned right in my face, as though daring me to ogle his washboard abs that were ripples of pure muscle. A tug in my pelvis reminded me too much of the night before, and how he had made me feel alive and wanted. I could have quite easily died a happy woman after our encounter, that was if the morning after had never come. 

And that was the truth of it. Ransom wasn’t interested in me, so there was no point in lusting after a memory that was just that, a memory. I cut my eyes away from him. I felt the back of my head, looking for evidence of my fall. There was nothing other than the small lump from hitting the alleyway wall the night before.

“Your noggins fine. Well maybe not perfect, but there’s nothing more there than what you had before,” Ransom said with a wry grin. That smile alone minus his rock hard body would have made any girl’s heart speed up in response. Of course it did that exact thing to me.

“I guess I’m better at fainting than I thought,” I said with a lift of my eyebrows. 

Amusement played in his brown eyes. “More like I’m a good catcher…”

“Damn, you are fast…” I had to concede.

He nodded, then unexpected pain flickered across his face. 

“I only wish I had been faster, then maybe Gab would have been…” 

His voice quivered and his face went hostile. There was so much hurt in his gaze that it was difficult to witness it and not say something to comfort him.  

“Shoot, how’s Aiden?” I said, shifting gears again. Ransom’s face relaxed. “He’s fine, just needs a couple of stitches. They told him that he needs to stay in the hospital overnight…for observation…” 

“Where’s Trinity?” I asked, feeling guilty that I hadn’t been there for her when she needed it the most.

“She’s gone to the hospital with him…” 

I opened my mouth, but Ransom put his hand up to stop the next question I had poised on my tongue.

 “Trinity’s fine, just a bit shaken up, but not hurt. She went in the ambulance with Aiden about ten minutes ago. She told me to tell you that she’s going to spend the night in the hospital with him.”

“Oh,” I said, relieved.

“What about the car? Can it be fixed?” 

Ransom shook his head. “Despite giving a valiant effort the bug has made its final run. As far as I can see the engine is finished. Another car probably would have survived, but because the engine is in the area that’s normally the trunk, it was damaged quite badly.”

“Well that sucks, we had some fun times in that car,” I said with a long sigh. Though I was bummed that Trinity’s car was totaled, I had to look at the upside, everyone was going to be fine. No one knew as much as I did that car accidents could be deadly. A shiver ran through me and my stomach lurched. I fumbled in my pocket out of habit for my phone, needing to play Mom’s final message one more time. It seemed the stupidest thing to do, to be reminded once more that I had been responsible for her death, but I couldn’t stop myself. No matter how horrible it might have sounded, hearing Mom’s last words before she had died gave me a twisted kind of solace. 

“You need to call someone?” Ransom asked.

 Intent on getting to my phone, I had all but forgotten that he was still there. He probably thought I was nuts, something that was more true than I wanted to admit.

“No…I need to…” I shifted on the grass. 

I hadn’t notice that it was damp, my jeans felt wet against my butt. I shot to standing, needing to have some alone time, so I could perform my ritual. Hearing Mom’s voice had become so much a part of my life that I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t listened to the message at least ten times in the run of a day. Now I needed it more than ever. 

Still woozy from fainting, I wobbled. Ransom was on his feet, banding me in his strong arms. For a big guy he was surprisingly gentle. I leaned into his bulk, my face was pressed against his bare flesh. He smelled a little heady, of sweat and cut grass, a bit like the migrant workers that helped Trinity’s father harvest his crops. Where some people might have considered their odor unpleasant, it had never bothered me, because in my opinion it was the smell of an honest days work. 

It wasn’t just his unique scent, or the fact that he was probably one of the most gorgeous guys I had ever laid eyes on; it was everything together. There was aggression that simmered just below the surface, but also tenderness that made him protect the things he loved. I had no way to prove that any of what I was feeling was true, since it was more of a hunch than a proven fact. But there was one thing I knew for sure, being so close to Ransom stirred something in me that made me imagine that life could be so much better than I had thought. 

Reality hit me moments later. Nothing good was ever going to come from pining over a guy who would disappear from my life as rapidly as he had entered it. I wiggled out of his arms then tilted my face up to his. 

“Thanks for saving me yet again.” I gave him a one shoulder shrug. “This is getting to be way too much of a bad habit.” 

Ransom mirrored my shrug. “It’s the least I can do after you saved my bacon at the hospital…”

My eyebrows hiked up at the reminder. 

“Yeah, about that. Why exactly did you need to get out of there so fast?” I finally had the courage to ask the question I had wanted to pose from the moment we had spun away in the car.

All levity left Ransom’s face. 

“I can’t talk about that,” he said with a note of finality. 

The nosy part of me wanted to know exactly what he had been running from, but even I knew it was wrong to get all up in his business. I wasn’t sure if I should ask the next question that I had queued up in my mind, but I took the chance anyway.

“How’s your brother Gabriel doing?” I asked.

Ransom shook his head viciously. “I can’t go there now,” he said in a low rumble. Clearly I had touched on yet another subject that wasn’t up for discussion. 

I blew out a puff of air. 

“Moving on,” I said with a toss of my hair. “We can’t stay here forever, I wonder if there’s a hotel or motel close by that we can stay at for the night.”

 I hadn’t planned to say we, it had just come out that way. Now that I had said it there was nothing to do but go with the flow, and try not to overthink how it had come across.

The thunder that had darkened Ransom’s face, smoothed away. 

He nodded.

“That’s exactly what I was wondering too. We can’t just stand here all day…” 

A quiet thrill made my stomach somersault at his mention of we too. I wanted to chalk up my enthusiasm to forming a bond with Ransom, so I could get a meeting with Gabriel, but even I knew there was more to it than that. 

His voice drifted off, as he did another sweep of the accident scene. My gaze followed his, to the police cars, flashing lights, paramedics and the two cars that were smashed in a way that they looked as if they were attached permanently. It was difficult to believe that we had mostly walked away from the accident unharmed. Orange traffic cones cordoned off the area where the cars sat. The lady that had hit us was gone, and the lines of backed up traffic were so long that I couldn’t see an end to it. Though a uniformed police officer was directing cars ahead, the congestion moved extremely slow, a single car at a time.

With the vehicles at a standstill it was easy to spot the navy and black tow truck, driving along the curb, bypassing the cars as it moved down the highway toward us.

“Was the woman that hit us okay too?” I asked.

Ransom nodded. “Drunk as a skunk, but other than a couple of minor cuts and bruises she was fine. I think they took her to the hospital too, though I’m not sure because I left her as soon as you passed out.”

I didn’t want to be elated that he had dropped everything to take care of me, but I was. It wasn’t everyday that a guy that looked like Ransom watched over you like you actually mattered.

I tugged out my phone, checking my GPS app for the closest town. We had actually gone farther than I had expected, and were now two and a half hours away from Apern. The next town over was about twenty minutes away and unlike Apern was much smaller. There was another place called Trenton along the way we had come, but that was a forty minute drive back.

“I need to find out what hospital Trinity and Aiden are staying at. Hopefully I can get a hotel room close by.”

Ransom nodded. “I’ll go ask around,” he said. 

He moved away from me. There was purpose and power in his stride that said he had the confidence of someone who knew exactly what he needed and how he would get it too. How he did that in just a pair of pants that had seen better days, baffled me. They said the clothes made the man, but I was quite sure that Ransom would have been a force, with or without clothes. 

Another wave of warmth raced through me. I didn’t appreciate that I couldn’t stop remembering the night before. I was sure that the fact that he was naked from the waist up, helped to get my mind traveling to sensual places. I shivered as I recalled the feel of his hands on my body, in places that no one other than me had ever touched before. Another pull in my lower belly had me feeling grateful that no one could read my mind.

I lost sight of Ransom in the tangle of people, busy doing their jobs. A few minutes later he jogged back toward me. I was dismayed to see that he had a woolen blanket draped across his shoulders that covered his luxurious physique. It looked quite insubstantial, like one of the blankets that came in the emergency kits you kept in your car. As flimsy as it was it managed to cover the stunning chest that I was growing to appreciate a little too much. 

“Aiden was brought to a small hospital in a place called Brimsby…”

“That’s the place I found on my GPS, its just twenty minutes away,” I cut in. Ransom nodded. “I asked the tow truck driver who’s taking the bug into town to give us a lift, and he agreed,” he said.

I couldn’t help but notice the word us. Once again me had become us. I didn’t want to feel excited by the statement, but I was human; a sense of needing to belong was hardwired into my nature. I felt like a duck that had imprinted on the first animal that had shown them kindness. In my case it was the first guy that had made me feel like I was actually a sexual being with something to offer. Even if he had been stupid drunk and had regretted what he had done, it didn’t mean that it hadn’t happened.

Ransom clasped my hand with his. I had to suppress the sigh of glee that almost slipped from my lips. I was without a doubt acting like a romantic fool, something I had never been before. Somehow he had awakened a part of me that wanted to believe in love and all the things that seemed to go with it. Whether he liked it or not, he had been the catalyst that had started what felt like a transformation in my whole being. And oddly in that moment with our hands clasped together, I didn’t need Mom’s voice to comfort me.


























23. RANSOM










I hadn’t planned on sharing a hotel room with Lexie, but it had ended up working out that way. The truth was, that she was still shaken up about the accident and I didn’t think it was fair to leave her alone, especially since it had been my fault. Even one hundred miles away, Pa still had dominion over my emotions. I loathed that he could have that effect on me without fail. Lexie hadn’t asked how or why the car accident had happened, something I was grateful for because I was so filled with shame over my actions. 

As far as I could see, she had probably assumed, like the police had, that the woman had been driving drunk and had been following too closely. While part of that might have been true, I could take full blame for the projectile phone incident that had resulted in Aiden’s attention being diverted. 

I waited patiently as Lexie slid the card into the door lock of the hotel room. I couldn’t wait to drop the load I was just managing to keep hold of. Between Lexie and Trinity’s suitcases, Aiden’s duffle bag, and a blue and white plastic cooler, filled with warm cold packs and empty containers of food, I was maxed out. Lexie had offered to help, but if there was one thing Pa had always taught me, it was that ladies weren’t supposed to carry luggage and heavy stuff, that was a man’s work. It always stunned me how someone who didn’t  seemed to have any redeeming characteristics had odd little beliefs on how women were supposed to be treated. None of his ideals had ever seemed to apply to my mother though.

There was a buzz and a click then Lexie opened the door. She slipped the card into a slot at the side of the door that turned on the lights and depending on the time of the year, A/C or heating. I stumbled through the door, every muscle in my arms was stretched to the limit. As soon as I was over the threshold I dropped all the stuff I had been carrying onto the sapphire blue carpet. I closed the door behind me with my foot. Lexie had already gone deeper into the room, disappearing behind a half-wall constructed of plaster. It jutted out enough that it obscured the beds from view. 

I followed her. The room was like just about every other hotel room I had ever been in. The same generic pictures were mounted on the walls, thin patterned bedspreads were draped over the two double beds, a thirty-two-inch television sat on a light wood desk and standard wall sconces were mounted at the heads of the beds. This room also had a small kitchenette area that housed a microwave, coffee maker and a mini-bar fridge.

I joined Lexie who was standing at the window, staring out at the half full parking lot that was three floors below. Her expression was pensive. 

“You just never know how life is going to shift, or how the things that you always thought would be there for you, can go away in a flash,” she said in a quiet voice. 

I liked her voice, it reminded me of a teacher I had once had, who had rewarded the class with good job slips. She had given them to us for doing things like, completing our homework, cleaning up the class and other stuff. In the end, when we had collected enough slips we could cash it in for candy. She was one of the only teachers that I still remembered. Lexie had that same quality to her voice, soft but still powerful, as if she didn’t need to yell to be heard, because people just wanted to listen.

“Yeah,” I agreed, because no truer words had ever been spoken. I crossed my arms over my chest, pulling the blanket around my shoulders tighter.

It was difficult to believe that a few days before I had thought that the worst thing in my life was to have to suffer through another build, another show and another run in with Pa. Now all the things that I usually cursed about, seemed trivial. But despite the crap that had hit the fan there had been a few bright lights in the mix. 

On the way into town in the tow truck I had got a call in to Dave. He was well aware of all the hoopla that Pa was raising, but had still made it a point to go to the hospital, to be there when I couldn’t be. If I lived to be a thousand years old I would never forget what he had done for me. Someday I would find a way to thank him. 

As far as Dave had heard, Gab had made it through the surgery and though he was in guarded condition, the operation had stopped the internal bleeding. Dave had also said that he could still go either way, but that this was definitely a step in the right direction. I grabbed onto the good parts of the news with everything I had.

“You can have the shower first,” Lexie said. 

She turned to me and smiled.  When she grinned like that, it showed the cute little gap between her front teeth. She turned back to the window, oblivious to the fact that I was studying the contours of her profile. There were so many things to like about her, but especially her smile and how it lit up her face. It reminded me all over again how she was the only girl I had ever met who managed to look better without makeup than with it on. 

She ran a hand through her windblown hair and sighed as if the world rested on her shoulders. I couldn’t imagine what someone like her would have to worry about. She seemed to have good friends, money to get what she needed, and the freedom to go where she wanted, what more could anyone want than that. I started to turn, but she grabbed hold of my arm. Her fingers felt gentle and toasty against my skin. 

It was surprising how just a touch could have me longing to kiss her. I shook the image from my head. Lexie wasn’t my type of girl, I fucked, she made love, it was as simple as that. There was never going to be anything between us, and imagining anything more than that, was just plain stupid. Love, and all the sissy shit that went with it, wasn’t in the grand scheme for me. But somehow being with Lexie made me want things I couldn’t have, and made me imagine possibilities that I had no business even thinking about.

“I can get you some of Aiden’s clothes to change in to. I’m sure he won’t mind,” she said. She released my arm then strode to the duffel bag, I had abandoned at the door. She unzipped the top, dug around a little until she tugged out a t-shirt and jeans. 

“I think you’ll have to go commando since Aiden’s cool, but I don’t think he’s chill enough to lend you his underwear.” 

“Like I’d really want to be wearing another bro’s skivvies,” I said. 

Lexie burst into laughter. I watched it bubble out of her like someone had popped the cork on the finest champagne. It was beautiful to witness that kind of unscripted lightheartedness, where there was no ploy to get me into bed, and no reason to laugh other than it felt good.

“Are you okay?” Lexie said when her laughter had died away. 

It was then that I realized that I had been staring a little too long for it to be normal. Feeling like an insecure dweeb, probably a little like how Dave felt around Paula, I shrugged, then smirked. I was more than determined to keep it hidden that one more time, I didn’t know exactly what to say or do around a girl. Sure I knew how to charm ladies out of their clothes, but not much else.

“Thanks,” I said finally. 

It was the only word that I could come up with. I spun around and stalked to the bathroom, more than a little pissed at myself for acting like an awkward fool. 

The shower was hot and perfect. It felt better than hard sex if that was even possible. I toweled off and pulled on Aiden’s clothes. The white t-shirt was beyond lame with a picture of a giant, too-yellow Sponge Bob Square pants saying I’m ready, I’m ready, in bold black letters. The jeans fit, but were half an inch too short, leaving my bare ankles on display.

When I exited the bathroom, Lexie was stretched out on the bed closest to the window watching TV. When she gazed up at me her face revealed the same reaction as I’d had when I had spotted myself in the mirror. Mirth with a side of shock, that I had actually put the damn shirt on. She quickly shifted into a natural smile that said I looked just fine; I appreciated the sentiment, even if it was pure bullshit.

“You look great, in a Cartoon Sheik kind of way,” she said, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

I huffed out a quick breath. “That’s what you call it?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow in mock anger. Lexie was giggling so hard she couldn’t even talk. It was infectious, and soon I was laughing as hard as she was. The laughter seemed to come from deep in my belly, and felt as foreign as it did good.

“I guess I’m next,” Lexie said. 

She jumped off the bed, grabbed a bundle of folded clothes that she must have retrieved when I was showering then walked past me. A hint of something cinnamony, like red-hot candies, drifted my way as she passed. I heard the shower start a few minutes later. I folded my dirty pants and boxers then placed them at the side of the bed. I sprawled out on the bed opposite the one Lexie had been lying on. Without leaving my comfy spot, I retrieved the remote control from where Lexie had left it on a night stand. 

I flicked through the channels until I spotted a movie called The One featuring Jet Li. I had always liked Jet Li and had in fact learned a lot of my fighting moves from copying him. More than a few times he had been responsible for getting me out of scuffles alive. The movie broke away for a barrage of commercials that were always stuffed between shows. Before the movie came back the screen shifted to a live feed that said Breaking News. I gasped when I caught sight of Gabriel’s face, filling the screen. Whatever sense of peace that I had enjoyed moments before was trounced.

“Sources say that the stage collapse that has left Gabriel Sanders in critical but stable condition might not have been accidental after all. Channel 5 News has learned that the police are doing a thorough investigation into the incident and have a suspect for the sabotage in custody. More on that developing story at six.”

My mouth dropped wide as I tried to absorb what I had just heard. Pa had accused me of collapsing the stage. Sanford had confirmed that piece of information, so I couldn’t understand who was in custody. I grabbed my cell. Even though it had gone flying in the accident and had landed in the foot well of the drivers seat, my cell was still usable. I punched in Sanford’s number. He picked up on the second ring.

“Sanford,” I said.

“Ransom? Are you all right?” he asked in a hoarse voice, cutting me off.

“Who do the police have in custody?” I asked, not bothering to answer his question.

“It’s Dave,” Sanford said in a rush of air. He ignored the niceties of conversation exactly as I had.

“Dave? Are you fucking serious? How did it go from me being set up, to Dave getting fingered?” I shouted.

“Your father gave you up too. You’re wanted for questioning and as far as I can see if you don’t come in soon they’re going to issue a warrant for your arrest. Dave got pulled into the mix when your father caught wind that you were on the run. He’s not dumb, he knows that the only way he’ll get you back is if he messes with Dave. He knows you Ransom, God forgive me but that bastard knows you too damn well.”

“Then I’m coming in,” I said in an even tone that was touched with ice. “There’s no fucking way that Dave’s going to take the fall for…”

“Something you didn’t do…” Sanford finished. “I know you’re upset, but for once in your life you have to keep a cool head. Not everything can be solved in a second, things take time.”

Sanford stopped talking, the silence stretched. I was so discomfited by the empty space in the conversation that I almost started talking; Sanford did instead.

“I’ve sat back and watched your father, watched him play people, move them around and arrange them like pieces on a chess board. He’s a master manipulator, but nobody but a select few know about all his underhanded actions. And anyone who does…well they get pushed out of the circle.”

He sighed loudly into the receiver.

 “I’ve only stayed on this long because I’ve turned a blind eye to everything, pretended that I was naïve to it all, and in that way I’ve gotten closer to your father than anyone else. I never planned to really do anything about what he did but now, with this whole thing blowing up all around me…” 

I heard static on the line like he had moved to a place where the service was poor. 

“All I can say is give me time on this Ransom. I need some time. Stay away from here, away from the cameras, go underground…”

“How the hell can I do that I’ve got barely enough money to pay for a hotel room…” I snapped. 

I knew that I should have been appreciative for Sanford’s help, but it all seemed too complicated, too calculated. I refused to be anything like Pa, who just as Sanford said, had played people his entire existence. I believed in facing my problems head on, but Sanford was asking for me to be something I wasn’t. I had no idea if I could do what he wanted.

“I have some money, I can wire it into your account so you’ll have what you need, but use it sparingly because the well isn’t infinite. Lose your phone because they’ll track you on it…I’ll try to get Dave out on bail, but I’m not sure if I’ll be able to post the bond if they set it too high…”

“Are you serious?” I asked incredulously. 

How in the hell had everything gone so sideways in a matter of hours. It was as if someone had taken my ordinary life and replaced it with something out of a movie. As thrilling as it might have seemed in a movie, it was terrifying in real life. 

“I’ve never been more serious in my life,” Sanford said in a quiet voice. This time it was me who went silent because it seemed too fucked up to believe that it was actually happening. 

“Ransom, are you okay?” Lexie’s voice came to me, as if through a thick fog that I couldn’t seem to see beyond.

“Text me your bank details then lose your phone. Call me when you get a new one, and I’ll tell you what to do next,” Sanford said.

“What if I don’t want to do any of that… I mean Dave’s my best friend and he did nothing wrong and…”

“And you did?” Sanford said in a gruff voice. It sounded nothing like him. 

“I’ve got to go, do what you feel is right Ransom. I can only hope that you’ll give me a chance to fix this.” 

The line went dead. I sat in stunned astonishment. A multitude of emotions rolled through me, but nothing more developed than pure unadulterated rage. I jerked to my feet. Before I could stop myself, I fired the remote control at the wall. It connected with the surface, the batteries flew out to the side and jagged pieces of plastic scattered.

“Ransom! Stop!” Lexie shrieked.

The fear in her voice was enough to bring me out of the red haze of fury that had rendered me completely deranged. I locked on her, witnessed her wide-eyed expression, the way her bottom lip trembled, and how she clasped and unclasped her hands. I saw terror in her stance, and I had put it there. I remembered Ma, and how Pa had done that to her. Made her a shadow of a human, someone who reacted to life, never daring to step forward into the thick of it. For all I hated and despised Pa, I was more like him than I had realized. If it was possible to cut away the pieces that made me like him, drain the parts of my blood that connected us, I would have. 

All the muscles in my body that had been filled with tension and hate, and too many feelings to name, uncoiled until I felt like jelly, unable to stand. I collapsed into a heap on the floor. I felt wet on my face and when I touched my cheek I realized that I was crying. Pa’s voice rang through my mind, men don’t cry only sissies cry, are you a sissy Ransom, are you a girly boy. High-pitched laughter followed the deprecating words. 

I felt so small and insignificant, like the cardboard box that something good came in, worthless and disposable. I buried my face in my hands, wishing that I could see Gab again, carry him on my shoulders when he couldn’t walk. But more than that I wanted Ma to be there, to never have died, to have never left me with the monster that was my father. As the shudders of pain worked through me I felt impossibly gentle hands touch my hair, stroking it with care.

When I looked up Lexie was there, and all I saw was her face. Tears glittered in her eyes, but she was smiling too, as if saying that everything was going to be all right. In that moment I wanted so much to believe her. I wanted to imagine that somehow Pa would disappear and Gabriel would be safe and whole, that Dave would no longer be blamed for something that he didn’t do, and for the first time in my life I would be free. When I peered into Lexie’s beautiful eyes I saw hope there, a chance for something different from what I had always known. 

Without planning to, I pulled her in to me, until her cheek was pressed against my face. I felt her chest expand against mine and the rapid beat of her heart ticking with life. She wrapped her arms around my waist then burrowed beneath my chin, her silky hair smooth against my flesh. And as I wept for every injustice that I had endured, we held each other and for once in my life it felt like someone cared about me. Just me.


























24. LEXIE










I had never seen a man cry before. It was horrible to watch Ransom in the state he was in. From the outside he looked solid, made of rock, something that you could smash and hit over and again, and still you’d never leave a dent. Clearly I had been wrong, he could be damaged.

Witnessing his intense grief made me wonder if Gabriel had died. I felt like the least equipped person to comfort anyone with their anguish, but as far as I could see I was the only one in the room. I tentatively stepped closer to him. I was still on edge after the explosive scene that I had witnessed before he had broken down. It was hard to downplay the crazed look in his eyes, like a beast who wanted to rip someone limb from limb. His moods swung so wide and so extreme that it left me jogging to catch up. 

I moved closer until I was standing directly above him, he didn’t seem to notice that I was even there. It was then that Ransom stared up at me. The sorrow in his expression made something that had never quite healed, rip open inside me again. In his eyes I recognized the pain that I suffered every time I woke up, and remembered that it was one more day since Mom had left me.

 I felt tears well up in my eyes. Even so I tried to smile, as if it would make him feel better. Without planning to, I squatted down next to him. I watched him for a few minutes, before I did what felt as natural as smiling at a baby, I wrapped my arms around him. I held him against me as his body shuddered with release. My head fit perfectly in the crook of his neck. Ransom’s arms came around me and he pulled me as close as our bodies would allow. His arms were so tight around me as if I was the only thing that kept him tethered to the world. His scent, warm skin, salty tears and just showered clean, enveloped me. Neither of us said a word as we held each other.

“What happened?” I whispered when Ransom had calmed. 

“I’ve lost everything,” he said in a croaky voice. The statement seemed to confirm my initial fears that Gabriel had died.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said in a voice that sounded emotionless even to me. How many times had I heard that little panacea directed my way, and every time I had, I had thought that it meant pretty much shit all, because it couldn’t scrape away the loss that clung to every part of your life. Yet here I was saying the exact same thing. Death made us uncomfortable, like the elephant in the room that nobody wanted to admit was there, but that eventually had to be acknowledged.

Ransom tipped his face to mine, his rich chocolate eyes focused on me with an intensity that left me breathless. 

“Gabriel is fine…for now at least,” he said.

“Oh,” I said, relieved. 

I didn’t want him to suffer through something like that. I, more than anyone, knew how death changed you, made you something you never would have dreamed.

 I shifted in his grasp, but he held me tight as if he couldn’t bear to let go. I would have been lying if I had said that it didn’t feel good to be held like that.

“Then what happened?” I asked, ignoring Ransom’s need to keep his life and problems private.

“A million buckets of shit have hit the biggest fan in the Universe, and it’s left quite a shit storm in it’s wake,” Ransom said with a brittle grin. 

I was as clueless as I had been before.

“Meaning?” I probed.

“Meaning that I’m a fugitive on the run and I have no idea when or if, I’ll ever be able to go home, or if there will even be a place to call home after all is said and done.” 

“I don’t understand,” I said, not getting much of anything he had said. Ransom scooped me into his arms and stood up. He moved to the bed and laid me there tenderly as if I was made of lead crystal, then slipped into the space next to me. I was speechless at how comfortable he was around me. But in reality lying on a bed together, fully dressed was a far cry from having had passionate sex the night before. Everything between us was like a movie that started at the end, then played out in reverse. 

“The Coles Notes version is that my father’s a prick who hates me, and whose trying to pin the stage collapse, which so happens to have not been an accident after all, on me. And since I took off before he could get my ass tossed into jail he got the next best thing, my best friend Dave…” 

His gaze locked on the ceiling above as if there was something interesting there. But when I followed his stare there was nothing special to see, just a plain white-spackled surface.

“Shit,” I said in a rush of breath. 

It was the only thing I had. If what he had said was true, it made my so-called crappy life look like a vanilla ice cream cone on a hot summer day.

“I think that sums it up nicely,” he said, bringing his eyes to mine.

It seemed impossible that something as simple as a look could completely throw me for a loop, but the more time I spent with Ransom, when if tallied was almost no time at all, the more I felt connected to him. Sometimes he made me feel like I had always known him, but had forgotten him and now my memory was gradually coming back. It was a little too Harlequin romancy for me, yet true all the same. 

“So what are you going to do?” I asked, as if the question was perfectly reasonable.

He sighed hugely. “That’s the million dollar question now isn’t it,” he said returning his stare to the ceiling. “Should I turn myself into the police and go down for something I didn’t do, or should I hide away and let my friend rot in jail, waiting for Sanford to come up with a plan.”

“Who is Sanford,” I said, feeling as if I had started reading a book in the middle.

Ransom shook his head then crossed his arms over his wide chest. 

“I shouldn’t be spilling my guts like this to you. You don’t need to be involved with this shit, you hardly know me and I’d say that we’re even now.”

“I want to know,” I said without really planning to. “I want to help you.”

Ransom gave me a sidelong look that said he was surprised by my statement.

“I’m bad news,” he said simply. 

“I have a place,” I blurted out. “If you need to disappear for a little while, then we could go there.” 

His eyes seemed to bore into me like he couldn’t quite believe that I was for real. Ransom pushed up onto one arm, twisting his body toward me. 

“There is no we. I’m going to leave in the morning and that will be that. You’ll never have to see me again.” 

His words indicated that the subject was non-negotiable.

I mimed his move, turning toward him, until our bodies were almost touching. The rational part of my brain screamed for me to let the subject go, let Ransom go. The obsessed part of me couldn’t let Ransom and the chance to see Gabriel Sanders slip through my fingers, though I wasn’t sure if seeing Gabriel was the only reason I wanted to help Ransom anymore. 

“How are you going to travel, where are you going to stay so you keep under the radar? Being out of the mix is a costly proposition, do you have the cash to back it up?” 

Ransom shook his head. “Sanford said he’d spot me some cash, but I don’t want to take it because if I do what he says and run, I’ll be using money that he needs to spring Dave on bail.” 

He covered his head with his palms as if it hurt to think. Ransom fell back against the mattress, the force of his weight made the whole bed bounce. 

“It’s all so fucked up it’s hard to see straight.”

 I could feel that I was making headway, so preceded to move in for the kill. “Like I said before, I have a cottage, or at least my dad owns one. It’s the other side of Lexington about an hour from town. It’s a summer place just off the beach and it’ll be deserted now. It’s got running water, electricity and even a fireplace when it gets cold. I’d need to get a clunker or a rental so we could get the supplies we need…”

“Once again with the we,” Ransom said in a clipped tone that was laced with suspicion. “And I ask you again, why would you want to help me? You don’t know me.”

“I slept with you last night, so I’d say I know you a bit more intimately than the average person,” I said, my tone raising in volume. “But more than that I could do with a bit of disappearing too. I’m supposed to go to college, supposed to be a marine biologist, supposed to be this and that, and fit into the boxes that I set up for myself before…” 

I froze, more than a little astonished that I had actually started to tell him about Mom. The last thing I wanted to do was to talk about her because if I did he would know that I was broken, damaged beyond repair. Now I was just a girl who he’d met, average, and normal, but if he knew…

“Before what?” he asked, honing in on exactly what I had wanted him to ignore.

“Nothing, forget it,” I said, closing my eyes as if the act would wipe away my slip up.

“You expect me to just follow along with you, do what you want and not ask you why you want to, as you said, disappear for a while? What are you running from Lexie, what did you mean by before?” 

And there it was, the moment of truth. Just like Ransom I had two paths I could take, one would keep my secret tight in a box and away from him, but it would also mean that he would never come with me. The other path was to spill everything, tell him about Mom and let the cards fall where they would. One way would have probably got me what I wanted, needed even, the other was disaster. I felt the emotions of it, the moment when everything you had built your life on came crashing down on you in an avalanche of fear. It worked through me, like poison, green and putrid. My breathing hitched. I found it difficult to form the words, though I already knew what I had to do.

“Before I killed my mother,” I hollered. 

I hadn’t expected the words to come out like that. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping the tears that were waiting to be unleashed would get trapped behind my eyelids. I felt a wave of unimaginable sadness crest over me, almost as horrible as the day I had been told that Mom was dead. For the first time since she had died I hadn’t just thought it, I had said it aloud, admitted the crime that I was responsible for. 

Saying the words gave them power, like the last ingredient needed to bring Frankenstein to life. My guilt was a monster that had just been jolted to life and I wanted it to go back in the box where it could be ignored, a place tucked away where I could forget about it, somewhere it had no power over me. But that was the biggest lie I had ever told myself, because it had never been in a box or away from me at all. It had been there, the blackness that covered my soul, that said I was a horrible person. Who, other than a miserable excuse for a human being, would have done that to their mother. Killed her, ended her future so they could flirt with a guy who never gave a shit about them in the first place.

“I can’t do this. I can’t go back,” I moaned.

“Lexie.”

 I heard his voice as if it was far in the distance, as if I had been transported away from the room, away from the town, away from the planet we called Earth, where lies didn’t kill, life always had a happy ending, and where death was just a word.

“Lexie, I’m sorry. It’ll be okay, I promise it’ll be okay.”

And for the second time I felt Ransom’s arms around me, saving me, taking me out of the sludge and blackness and into the light. In my heart I wondered if he could fix me. That the pain of his life could meet mine and like two fires that were raging toward each other, they would burn themselves out. It would all burn out.

I clung to his shirt, in all that he was, and every tear that I had stored for what seemed a lifetime, poured from me until I had nothing left to give. And when I was spent, I let myself fall into the space that was quiet and empty. A place where there were no mistakes, no lies, and nothing that was done couldn’t be undone.


























25. RANSOM










I woke with a start. For a second I didn’t know where I was. The glowing red numbers of the digital clock on the bedside said it was 2:00 a.m. Then it all came back to me, the accident, the hotel room and Lexie. 

Lexie.

I couldn’t see her in the dark, but felt the steady stream of warm air from her lungs as she slept. I disengaged my body from hers, needing to piss so bad that I was sure my back teeth were floating.

I stumbled to the bathroom, feeling like I had been through hell and back. A dull ache worked at the back of my brain as if I still had a hangover. I was starving, and couldn’t recall the last time I had eaten. My stomach growled loudly as if in response to my thoughts. When I flicked on the light in the bathroom I noticed that I looked as bad as I felt. There was a few days growth of dark stubble on my chin and my hair, that was due for a cut, looked as if someone had gelled half of it like a punk rocker then had run out of goop part way through. My eyes were bloodshot, as if I hadn’t slept in days.

As I gazed at my reflection all the memories of the evening spun to the surface like a water spout. I was still off kilter after my talk with Sanford, but I had to admit, Lexie’s confession that she’d killed her mother had thrown me. I hadn’t been able to get any of the story from her only tears and more crying, until like a candle that had gone to the quick, she had just burnt out. I was sorry that I had pushed her to the edge until she had no choice but to jump, but I had never expected her to implode like she had. If I had thought I had a lot of shit to cope with, Lexie seemed to be following a close second, maybe she was even ahead of me.

The whole concept of your mother being dead when you hadn’t even started your life was fucked up. Nobody knew as well as I did how that kind of thing could screw you up for life. It sure as hell had done a number on me, in more ways than even I knew. But wrapping my head around the concept of Lexie having played a part in her mother’s death, was too much for me to focus on. I couldn’t begin to understand what she was dealing with, but I knew it was the kind of thing that left scars that no one could see but you. I couldn’t fathom what she had done to her mother, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know. All I did know was that she seemed to need me as much as I needed her. 

I shook my head, splashing cold water on my face. I never believed in fate and shit like that usually, but what were the chances that I would save Lexie from being raped only to steal her virginity, then find her again when I needed to escape. Now I had just discovered that we had both lost our mothers. You couldn’t make that kind of stuff up. 

It didn’t seem possible that I had met Lexie a little over twenty-four-hours before, and now I was giving some real thought to taking her up on her offer to stay in the cottage with her. I reasoned that I would crash there until I came up with a better plan, one that made sense and wasn’t rushed. Every part of me wanted to trust in what Sanford said, believe that he could somehow salvage everything, but it was hard to see that far ahead when Dave was sitting in jail. 

I didn’t want to admit that for reasons that were purely selfish, it bothered me that he was in jail. With me on the run, Dave was my eyes and ears on how Gabriel was doing, and with him holed up in a cell he would be out of the loop. A pang of regret pierced my heart. It was insane that Gabriel was fighting one of the biggest battles of his existence, and I wasn’t there to help him through it all. 

From the day he had been born until the day of the accident, I had been Gab’s protector. If I was being honest I wasn’t really sure what I was supposed to do with my days without him to take care of. It wasn’t until right then, that I had come to the stark realization that nothing in my life had ever been apart from Gabriel. The shows and everything that went with his persona, the boy wonder, had been my only reality. 

Given the choice, I would never have abandoned him, I would probably have been there doing the job, being his brother, protector and whatever else he needed until one of us had died. It wasn’t like I hadn’t imagined a different life, something other than the shows, and all the other shit that made us who we were, but if I was being completely honest, I had never truly believed or even tried to make anything change. Yet now all the things that had been my life were gone, ripped away like an old bandaid. I felt raw, lost and maybe even a little scared because I had no idea what tomorrow would bring.

“Ransom?” Lexie’s voice came through the door.

“Yeah,” I said, running my wet hands through my hair until it lay flat on my head. The icy water had perked me up a bit though the headache persisted.

I opened the door. Lexie stood there, her long hair was mussed, and she had a red line of sleep down the left side of her face. Her eyes were half-closed and the purple t-shirt that she was wearing, had slipped down to reveal the smooth skin of her shoulder. I swore under my breath because I didn’t want to appreciate the flash of skin, and think about seeing more of it. She wasn’t my kind, what had happened between us had been a blip of stupidity. There was no way I would allow it to happen again. But I couldn’t help but remember the feel of her breasts in my hands, and the way she had responded so enthusiastically to my touch. Even though I had thought it had been a dream, it was a memory that had been seared into my mind. 

“I’ve got to pee,” Lexie said, effectively making whatever wave of longing that I’d had, fizzle. I half-grinned and swept my arm out like I was a game show host.

“Have at it,” I said, and stepped to the side. 

Obviously she really had to go, since she was already unzipping her jeans. I left quickly, oddly embarrassed to see her begin to undress. It was the dumbest feeling in the world, but also completely true. I closed the door after me and made my way through the darkened room until I reached the back wall. When I felt the lamp, I flicked on the light. The room was instantly cast in a soft yellow glow. Not in the least bit tired, but hungry beyond belief, I grabbed a bag of Doritos from the snack section, ripped them open and started eating them with the gusto of a person who had been marooned on a deserted island for a month.

“I’m starving,” Lexie said, striding toward me. 

She dug her hand inside the bag, fishing out a fist full of chips. From the speed at which she shoved them into her mouth, she was as hungry as I was. It seemed that we were in a race to finish the bag. The sound of loud crunching filled the air until we had wiped out the contents. Lexie grabbed for another bag of chips, still licking the Day Glo colored cheese from her fingertips. More crunching ensued until we had polished off that bag too. 

Lexie plopped on the foot of the bed closest to me.

“I’m sorry for acting like a screwed up whiner,” she said plainly.

 I cocked my head, surprised at her words and how she had minimized what had seemed like quite a traumatic experience.

“You’re not any more screwed up or whiny than I am, so…” My voice trailed off yet my focus remained locked on her.

She shrugged then sighed. “I have no idea what came over me, you know I don’t really spill my guts like that…ever,” she said. 

Her eyes grazed the room, as if she was embarrassed to look at me. I hated that she seemed to regret telling me what she had. 

“Well neither do I,” I said. 

She let her eyes come to rest on me again. 

“You and I both needed to unload a whole ton of crap, feeling guilty about confessing that we don’t have perfect lives, just minimizes that we had the guts to say any of it.” 

I was mystified that I had actually said what I had, especially since it was exactly how I felt. Lexie looked at me strangely, as if she couldn’t quite understand what I had said. I felt the same way. I had never been the kind of guy who talked about feelings and all that shit, but for some reason with Lexie, I had opened up the gates to more stuff than I had ever told anyone else in my life. I wasn’t sure if it was because I inexplicably trusted her, or if I was too confused and messed up to care, either way it felt good to get it out, to speak the words that I always kept locked inside.

“Yeah I guess,” she agreed, crossing her arms over her chest. 

The silence stretched between us, but our eyes remained connected, as if neither of us knew what to say next, and was expecting the other one to speak up. 

“I think I’m going to take you up on your offer,” I said, deciding at that very instant that it was the right course of action.

“Huh?” she asked, baffled by my rapid shift in subject.

“That is if the cottage offer still stands, I understand if you don’t want to…”

“No, of course it still stands,” she jumped in. 

Lexie scratched her head, as if deep in thought. The only thing I have to figure out is where to get a car so we can get around.”

“We can get a rental, I’ll toss in half,” I said, leaning closer to Lexie. She appeared to be too lost in thought to realize the move. This close, I got a whiff of her sweet scent that smelled soapy clean. It amazed me how girls always managed to smell good, while us guys only needed one workout to smell like a gym sock that had been forgotten at the bottom of your workout bag.

“It’s fine…” she said, bringing her eyes back to me. 

It was easy to read the surprise in her expression when she realized that I was so close. It made me smile inside. Unlike every other girl I had slept with, Lexie didn’t have two personalities, one when guys were in the vicinity and another when she was alone. I appreciated her transparency, and how easy it was to talk to her, even after our rocky beginning. It stood to reason though because every woman before her had been all about sex, release and usually the only talk was dirty sex crap to make her horny. Once again I was reminded about how I had been thrown into an utterly foreign world, where you could sleep with a woman and only sleep, and you could talk about things that didn’t include what made you orgasm.

“Yeah, the rental will help, especially since Trinity is now without a car because of me.” 

A reticent expression marred her face and she chewed her lip.

“What do you mean it was because of you?” I piped in since it was my fault that we’d had the accident.

She shook her head quickly.

 “Forget it. Speaking of Trinity I have to say I completely dropped the ball there, I didn’t even call her to see how Aiden was…” 

Shame darkened her face.

“They’re fine. I saw Aiden get into the ambulance, and he was talking and playing kissy-face with Trinity.”

“Leave it to those two lovebirds to find romance in every situation,” she said with a quiet smile. Her eyes glazed over, as if imagining what it would feel like to have what her best friend had. All I could think was that Lexie deserved that kind of love, the kind where you didn’t notice anyone else because your heart knew that it had found its match. I laughed out loud at my sappy thoughts. I had no idea where all that lovey-dovey shit had come from, only that I didn’t want anymore of it.

“And besides, it was my fault that we got in the accident, though by all accounts they’re going to pin it on the old lady that hit us, since she’d had one too many Manhattans at the Bridge club…” I hadn’t wanted to admit that my freak out over the phone call had been the catalyst for the accident, but somehow I felt like I owed it to Lexie to be honest.

“How could it be your fault?” Lexie said, reaching into the bar-sized fridge, a few feet in front of her. She pulled out two cans of Pepsi, passed one to me then popped the other one open for herself. I opened mine, taking a long drink of the sugary cold. It tasted like the nectar of the gods after all the salty snacks.

“I flipped out after I was talking to Sanford and went ballistic, I smashed the phone on the back of Aiden’s seat. It flew out of my hand and clocked him in the head. He reacted by slamming on the brakes… and you know what happened next.”

“Really?” Lexie’s eyes popped wide, it was a cute look on her.

I gave a one shoulder shrug.

 “As you might have noticed after the whole remote control thing, I have anger issues.” I grimaced, not really thrilled that I’d had to admit that about myself.

“Yeah, I guess you do,” Lexie said, nodding.

“You don’t have to agree so quickly,” I said with mock indignation. We both broke into laughter. It felt more than good.

“Anyway we should get some sleep,” Lexie said with a huge yawn. “Seems like we have a lot to do in the morning.”

“It is the morning,” I said, glancing at my watch. It was 3:00 a.m.

“Yeah, well I need to sleep,” she said, downing the last bit of Pepsi. 

She stood up and walked up the length of the bed, then tugged down the sheets. I watched her as she started to take her jeans off, but stopped, seeming to remember that I was there. She twirled her finger, indicating that I should turn around. I grudgingly did as I was told. I had always loved to watch girls undress. Even though I had made it my mission to bury any sexual feelings for Lexie, the thoughts still managed to bypass my defenses and show up at the most inopportune moments. I swallowed a few times as I felt myself go hard. As much as I chastised myself and said that she wasn’t really a woman, just a friend, my body couldn’t forget the feel of her naked body against mine, and how wet and ready she had been.

“Damn,” I groaned, willing my erection to dissipate, so I could make it to the other bed without Lexie knowing what a horny asshole I was.   

“Are you okay?” Lexie’s voice came from behind me. I swiveled my head her way. She was already tucked into bed, buried in the covers and sheets with just her head visible.

“Just tired.”

“Then go to bed,” she said. 

“Yeah I will, you can turn off the lights.” 

My eyes caught sight of her t-shirt and jeans, folded neatly on the bedside table. It only made me more excited, knowing she was wearing only her bra and panties under the mounds of covers.

“Are you sure you don’t want to wait until you’re in bed before I shut off the lights?” Lexie reasoned.

“I’m sure,” I snapped, sounding much harsher than I had planned.

“Fine, good night.” 

She reached for the light switch and the place went inky black. I was never so relieved as I was then. I leapt out of the chair, moving as fast as I could in the direction of the opposite bed. I stripped off all my clothes since there was no way that I could sleep in a Sponge Bob t-shirt, and without underwear the jeans were pushing uncomfortably against my dick. The image of me in the dumb-ass t-shirt was enough to dampen my lusty feelings. The quiet breaths that were coming from the other bed said that Lexie had already crashed. Hearing her so close made me feel impossibly relaxed and reminded me of the way Gabriel sounded at night, when life had been normal. 

Sleep found me soon after.




“It’s already noon, are you ever getting up. I’ve asked for a late check out, but this is ridiculous.”

I sat up straight in sleepy confusion. Lexie was standing at the side of the bed, her hands at her hips. She was fully dress in a tomato red tee, black skinny jeans and a matching black hoody. Her makeup was light and gave her a healthy glow. I was amazed at how, even dressed in simple clothes, she looked breathtaking. I shook my head hard. 

“Shut it down Ransom,” I said in a low tone that was impossible to hear.

“What?” Lexie asked, cocking her head to the side. 

Her hair was tied up in a ponytail, but a few stray locks managed to tumble out and curl around her face and slender neck.

“I’m up,” I groaned, stretching my arms up over my head.

 A wave of remembrance washed over me, and my stomach bunched into knots as I wondered how both Dave and Gab were doing. Sanford had told me not to call him using my phone anymore, that didn’t mean I had to obey him. I couldn’t wait until I bought a disposable phone to check on two of the most important people in my life. 

“I’ve called around a few places while you were sleeping, and there’s a rental car place about fifteen minutes away from here. I also called Trin, Aiden’s fine, he’s going to be released this morning. They’re going to rent a car too, to go back home and…”

Lexie’s words jolted me back. “What do you mean they’re going to rent a car too, aren’t we all going together?” I said, confused.

Lexie shook her head, her ponytail bounced with the move. 

“The cottage isn’t on the way. Besides, the less people that know where we’re going the better.”

I scratched my head. “Boy, you really have this planned out don’t you? Have you ever been a fugitive from the law before?”

 I had only just agreed to go to the cottage with her, and she already had it all arranged.

“If we leave within the next hour we can swing by the car rental place then check in on Trin and Aiden, and all things being equal, we should be there some time tonight,” she said, ignoring my comment.

My head spun just trying to keep up with her.

“Okay, I’ll grab a quick shower to wake up, then we can go.” 

The whole scene seemed surreal, since Lexie was talking as if she and I had known each other for much longer than just a couple of days. But if I was being honest, even in that short period of time, we’d been through more than most people who had known each other for a much longer period of time. 

Lexie went to settle the bill of which I threw in half. While she was gone I tried to call Dave but got no answer, I didn’t chance on texting him in case it made it look bad for him. I proceeded to text my bank details to Sanford and also asked him about Gab and Dave. He texted that Gabriel was continuing to improve and that there was more than a good chance that Dave was going to be out by the end of the day. 

Apparently a few of Dave’s relatives had come to his rescue, and were going to post bail, just as soon as the bail hearing was set. I was relieved that he was getting out, but also depressed that he was having to deal with so much shit because of me. With my conscience slightly eased, I prepared to leave, though I still wasn’t one-hundred percent sure I was doing the right thing.

The next few hours passed in a flurry. Lexie was a driving force who seemed to have planned every detail of the day, something that I normally might not have liked, but that seemed fitting beings she was doing me a solid.

She did all the rental stuff while I milled around outside the place, feeling a bit useless. Lexie seemed to be in her element, as if organizing getaways was in her blood. It made it that much easier for me. We swung by the hospital so Lexie could say goodbye to Aiden and Trinity. I felt horrible seeing her struggle to maneuver their luggage into the hospital since we both agreed that it was better for me to keep a low profile and not go inside. 

 I had no idea how the conversation between she, Trinity, and Aiden had gone, only that she looked partly pissed off and also a little upset, when she had come back to the rental car. I was sure they hadn’t been exactly thrilled to know that Lexie wasn’t going home with them. I was interested to know how much she had actually told them about me, if anything at all.

“You okay?” I asked. 

Lexie gave me a curt nod that said don’t asked me anything. She turned the ignition of the car. Before we left town I picked up a disposable phone. I kept my old one with me just in case, but shut it down so it couldn’t be traced. A trip to the bank machine revealed that Sanford had gone good on his promise and my paltry balance of just a few hundred dollars, had shot up to a couple thousand. I took it all out in case the police ended up freezing my account. I hoped the money would last longer than I needed it to.

The eight hour drive was a stream of gas stations, and long stretches of scenery. Lexie and I talked practically the whole way. She probed me about what it was like to be on tour and was especially interested in every detail about Gabriel that she could glean. It felt weird talking about him so much. I had always steered away from fans and groupies, allowing security to deal with it all. I didn’t know if Lexie’s keen interest was standard, or if she was a card-carrying Gabriel Sanders fan, though she had mentioned that she had never been to any of his shows before. 

From Gabriel, the conversation drifted to how she had delayed attending college, and other stuff about what she had planned to take when she finally did go. She fed me mostly superficial information. When the conversation became more personal, she deflected. 

“What did you mean when you said that you didn’t sleep with people like me,” Lexie said out of the blue. It threw me enough that I was tongue-tied for a few minutes.

She glanced sideways at me then brought her vision to the highway we were traveling on. 

“Did you hear what I said?” she asked. Her knuckles were white bumps as she gripped the steering wheel.

I pulled a hand through my hair, uncomfortable with the new line of questions. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to get into the sordid details about my sex life, about who I liked to sleep with, and why. Though having slept with her already made her question a valid one. She deserved an answer, but I wasn’t sure how I was going to answer it without coming off like an asshole, who liked my girls hot and horny, with zero between the ears.

“I meant I don’t usually go out with college girls and…”

“Go out? Don’t you mean have mindless sex, because I sure as hell know what happened between us bypassed every bit of what comes before sex,” Lexie said. There was tension in her jaw that I hadn’t seen before.

It felt strange to be analyzing what had happened between us. I understood that I had probably worded it wrong, but Lexie seemed to need too much information. All the girls I had been with before had been well satisfied. They never asked me why I wanted them or even who I was, because we both got exactly what we wanted. But I had never slept with a virgin before either, maybe when it was your first time you looked at things differently. 

“I know it was your first time, and I’m sorry about that. If I had known I never would have…”

“Stop right there,” Lexie said, throwing her hand up. “Are you saying that you would have stopped if you had known?”

I nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’m not into taking things that are…” I paused, thinking about the words I wanted to use without coming off as being a pussy, though I knew whatever I said would come off as being all sensitive and shit. With no choice but to say what I had to, I jumped off the cliff.

“There’s something beautiful and untouched about a woman who hasn’t been with a man before, like they’re still innocent, you know. It’s like the way you feel when you still believe in Santa and all that magic stuff. I figure when a woman loses it, it should be special and make them feel like it was worthwhile waiting for the perfect guy, someone they really cared about, maybe even someone they loved.”

I shook my head, knowing that I’d sounded as sappy as I had expected, maybe even worse. But as crushed as my ego might have been, I couldn’t do it to Lexie. I wouldn’t allow her to believe for one minute that I didn’t think that taking her virginity was something I took lightly. 

“Yeah well, that was never going to happen for me. It happened just like it should have,” she said. There was bitterness in her tone, and it made me feel like what I had said had pissed her off instead of what I had planned.

“So don’t feel bad. You did me a favor, there’s way too much build up about it being your first time and…” 

She shrugged like it didn’t matter. Her broken expression said she hadn’t believed a word she had said.

I touched her shoulder. “No matter what happened, the fact that I was an asshole to you before I left the hotel room is unforgivable. I was just shocked is all. I mean I thought I was having a hot dream and when you told me that you’d never been with another guy, well…” 

I broke off again not sure what else I could say to fix things between us. Lexie stared at me. Our eyes locked for a moment, long enough for me to see that she was lying when she had said that she didn’t care, she did. Her eyes widened as if she was just beginning to understand something.

“A dream? What’s that supposed to mean?” Her gaze had returned to the road ahead.

I drew in a breath and exhaled forcefully. “I was dreaming of a blonde and…” I shook my head. Anything I told her about fucking a girl in my dreams would come out all wrong, even thinking it sounded cheap, and nothing like Lexie. There was a small piece of me that wanted to have another chance with her. To know that it was her that I was with, not an illusion conjured in my dreams.

“So you’re like one of those sexsomniacs?” she said with a stiff smile.

“A what?”

“A person who has sex in their sleep and never knows they did,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on the road.

I shook my head. “No way. I was there, I felt it all. What the hell’s the point if you can’t remember how fucking awesome it felt…” I said, before I could gauge what I was saying.

“Awesome,” she repeated in a low voice. The next smile that passed over her face was a lot more genuine and maybe even a little proud. I looked out the side window, grinning.

  “It’s a seasonal town, about three-quarters of the place shuts down in the fall and reopens in the spring,” Lexie said a few minutes later, bringing an end to our previous conversation. I was glad she had moved on. 

I glanced at the built-in clock on the dashboard. It was edging close to 10:00 p.m. Lexie exited onto a ramp with a sign that said Blue Cove. We had shared the driving for the most part, but Lexie had taken the wheel for the final leg of the journey since she knew exactly where she was going. The further in we drove the more desolate the place seemed, as if we were traveling into the wilderness. I guessed if a person needed to disappear this was the best place to do it.

“Does anyone stick around?” I asked. 

I couldn’t help but feel creeped out by the absolute quiet and inky darkness that was only occasionally broken by street lights, separated by half-mile lengths of black.

“Not many,” Lexie acknowledged. “That’s why it’s the perfect place to hide out.”

Even though I knew where we were going, hearing her say that we were hiding out, made my stomach turn. It brought all the shit that I was trying to forget back to my mind.

“Yeah, okay,” I said.

We were both quiet for the rest of the drive as Lexie tried to find her way in the dark. In just under twenty minutes we had pulled onto a dirt road filled with potholes that jostled us like puppets, as we drove over it. Thick forest lined the track. The further in we went the more closed off I felt. I was relieved when the road finally opened into a wider area. The moon was full and shone white light on the cluster of twenty or so cottages that lay in front of us.

“This is it,” Lexie said. 

I nodded without comment. After a full day of driving and the prickly conversation we’d had a half hour before, I was thankful that it was over. I hadn’t remembered ever being so exhausted after a long drive. I had never been very far away from Gabriel other than when I went clubbing, so being seven or eight hours away from him felt all wrong, especially with him hospitalized. I couldn’t wait to have a shower, then sleep. Beyond that was a mystery, but I allowed myself the luxury of shelving all my worries for the night. It was either that or go crazy. 

Lexie pulled alongside a cottage. It was difficult to get a complete picture since it was quite dark, but from the small section that the car lights illuminated I noticed it was smallish and sunny yellow. She threw the car in park and was out before I knew what she was doing. She mounted the three concrete steps that led to the white double-sided steel frame door. Even as I opened my door she had already unlocked the cottage and had disappeared inside. 

The porch light lit up not long after, confirming that there was electricity. I snatched Lexie’s suitcase from the trunk, and the few bags of supplies we had picked up along the way. I had only bought the essentials, deodorant, a toothbrush, underwear as well as a couple of pairs of cheap jeans and a few plain t-shirts in various dark colors. I had never been as glad as I was when I changed out of the Sponge Bob t-shirt once and for all. I had to admit that I had a tough time imagining someone as built as Aiden wearing that kind of thing. Lexie had said that Trinity had bought it for him. I guess you did weird things when you were stupid in love, like wearing lame-ass clothes.

When I strode through the door I was surprised at how big the place was. It was supposed to have been a cottage but seemed more like a small house. The floors were light colored Oak and glossy as if they had been freshly washed.

The place definitely had a country feel, with white-faced kitchen cabinets and Maple counters. The walls that rose above the counters were painted mustard yellow. The ceiling was a lattice work of exposed beams in a dark grainy wood. Copper pots, pans and rooster-shaped molds, filled what seemed like every bit of free wall space. There was a matching set of rooster folk art paintings on rough wood. A gas range was wedged between the cupboards along the farthest wall away from the door, and a built-in stainless steel fridge, polished to a brilliant finish, was directly across from the stove. The place was surprisingly spotless despite the fact that no one was supposed to have been living there.

“Come on,” Lexie said with a grin.

 Excitement lit her face in a way that made me smile, clearly she’d had some good times in the cottage. 

To the right of the kitchen was a small dining area with a rustic looking dark brown wooden table, with simple square legs and bench style seating, topped by red plaid cushions. Past the dining area was a living room. Here the color theme shifted to shades of blue, but kept to the country theme. The wallpaper was the strangest design I had ever seen before, definitely girly. It was clear no man had had any say-so in the decorating because who in their right mind would have picked butterfly wallpaper. The only redeeming fact was that it wasn’t in pink or peach, but navy and sky blue with dots of lemon yellow. The other impossibility was how the wallpaper matched perfectly to the fabric covering the cushions of the claw-foot love seat. A heavy cornflower blue recliner chair, sat next to it. The one thing I could appreciate was the floor to ceiling entertainment center adjacent to the seats. The doors were closed; I only hoped that there was something good inside.

“This place is all Mom,” Lexie said. 

“Yeah I kind of figured that,” I said with a smirk.

Lexie’s gaze swept across the room.

“I can’t even remember how many country folk stores we had to hit to find all the things that she’d had in her mind and…” 

Her face went dreamy, but just as quickly clouded with emotion.

 “It doesn’t matter,” she said, as if trying to forget something that was too painful to remember.

 I understood how that felt more than she knew. Instinctively I took a few steps closer to her. Every part of me wanted to take her in my arms, let her know that she wasn’t alone because no one deserved to suffer that way and not be comforted. I stopped myself midway, when without warning her expression shifted and the tears that had filled her eyes dried up. It was as if it had never happened. And in that moment I saw myself reflected in her bland expression. In my world when things got tough or your feelings threatened to break you, you either brushed the hurt away as if it had never existed, or you let it take you over. Survival meant you always chose door number one, because door number two was way too fucked up to open. 

“The bedroom is through here,” Lexie said, continuing on with the tour. 

We walked down a short hall that was painted eggshell, passing a small bathroom on the right and a storage closet on the left. There were two dark wood doors across from one another at the end with gleaming brass knobs. There was no questioning that someone had cleaned the place recently, which left me feeling as if it wasn’t as good of a hiding place as Lexie liked to believe.

“Does someone come in and clean this place?” I said.

Lexie paused then turned to face me.

“Yeah, there’s a lady that comes when we call her to set up the place. I gave her a call before we got on the road,” she said with a shrug.

“But isn’t that kind of a problem if she knows that you’re here, we’re here?” I asked, not sure that I liked the idea of a cleaning lady knowing I was there. Now that I had accepted that I was in fact a wanted man, paranoia was working through me like cyanide, a poison that slowly built up inside you until it eventually killed you.

“She’s fine, and besides she won’t be back unless I call her to clean up,” Lexie said. 

She laid a gentle hand on my arm then curved her lips in a poor attempt at a smile. Her whole demeanor had become stiffer and more controlled since we had arrived. I could tell that she was doing her best not to let me see that the place was dredging up some pretty powerful memories.

“It’ll be fine, I promise. I would never put you in danger.”

I stared at her, stunned by her statement. It sounded like something I might have said to Gab, but never had those words been directed at me. I was the protector, nobody had ever kept an eye on me, I hadn’t needed it. For some reason that I still wasn’t clear on, Lexie, in a few words was telling me that she had my back. An unexpected shudder ran through me. I shook it off, not allowing the warmth that was spreading inside me to take hold.

Now I was the one fake smiling, trying to ignore that no matter how much I tried to stop it from happening, Lexie was growing on me. 

“Yeah, thanks,” I said in a gruff voice. 

Lexie released her hold on my arm and strode forward. She opened the door on the right, moved inside then turned on the light in a fluid motion. I followed her lead. When I entered the bedroom I was surprised to see that the décor was so far removed from the rest of the place. It was like having a tiger print rug thrown in the lobby of the Ritz Carlton.

There wasn’t one speck of pink or purple, or any of the pastel girly colors that I had expected a female room to have. Not that I was an expert on the matter. The walls were painted black which by itself might have been a bit depressing, yet it wasn’t at all. Several painted silhouettes of pure white trees were sketched on the canvass of black, giving it an edgy appearance. Black and white snapshots of Trinity, Aiden, and others I didn’t know, were bundled together in collages. Among the strangers, I picked out one woman who bore a striking resemblance to Lexie. It made me think that it must have been her mother.

Embarrassed to spend too much time looking at her personal photos, I locked on the headless torso of a mannequin. It was snow-white except for the silver necklaces and clear beads that hung around the neck, giving it a touch of feminine, and also kind of brightening the place.  

The queen-sized bed was covered in a white bedspread, with a tree much like the one on the wall at its center, only the black and white were reversed. A zebra print hung over the head of the bed. There was no denying that whoever had design the room had taken quite a bit of time doing it. Even the silver-toned, brushed finish fittings on the lamps and white furniture, matched. A silver candelabra light fixture hung over the bed with bare white frosted light bulbs. I was the last person to have any idea about decorating, but I had to admit that the place was cool. Even as I thought it, I couldn’t believe that I had actually described something as being cool. I had always thought the word cool was the kind of thing that nerdy college kids said.

“This is my room,” Lexie said. 

“I like it,” I said.

“Good, because you’ll be sleeping here,” she said. I snapped my head around to look at her. 

“But this is your room, you should stay here. Hell I’m fine sleeping on the couch.” 

I knew she had agreed to help me, but that didn’t mean she had to give me everything that she owned. There were limits to kindness, and taking her room was completely out of the question.

Lexie’s eyes met mine. “But you just said that you liked it.” 

She tilted her head to the side in question.

“I do like it, but it’s your room. You should stay in it.”

She cut her eyes to the floor. “I don’t want to sleep here.”

“But why? I mean there’s no question that you spent a shit load of time putting it all together. It seems strange that you don’t want to bunk here.”  

I backed out of the room into the hall, trying to make my point. I wasn’t having any part of throwing her out of her own space.

“I don’t want to sleep there,” she said.

 She brought her gaze back to my face. The pain that I had witnessed earlier was back. Seeing her discomfort locked the rest of my protests in my throat. 

I nodded. “Fine, if that’s what you want,” I said, not wanting to upset her any more than she already was. Her face brightened again.

“I’ll sleep in the other room,” she said, motioning to the closed door across from where we were standing.

“Sure,” I said.

“I’m starving,” Lexie said. The rapid shift in conversation was a little jarring, but I went with it. I had to respect that she had her reasons for not wanting to talk about her reasons for steering clear of the room.

“Yeah me too,” I said. 

Lexie led the way back to the kitchen. She began unpacking the few groceries that we had picked up. Since I had no idea where anything went, I sat on the edge of the bench at the dining table, watching her work. I hadn’t noticed until I had sat down, that the house had been built in a way that though the dining area and kitchen were separate, the view between the two rooms was open. 

 “Can I do anything?” I asked, increasingly feeling guilty that I was sitting on my ass doing nothing.

“Nope,” she said, not bothering to look at me. “Do you like omelets?” 

“Yeah, sure,” I said.

She laid a carton of eggs on the counter near the stove. Without pause Lexie began cracking eggs in a bowl like she had done it quite a few times before. I watched her throw all the ingredients together and toss it into a frying pan. Not long after, the house filled with the delicious aroma of fried eggs and toast. My mouth was literally watering by the time she strode over with two plates laden with food.

“Thanks,” I said. 

I knew I was smiling at her with a goofy expression on my face. It had been too many years since anyone had cared enough about me to cook me a meal, and serve it without having to pay for it. When we were on the road I did all the cooking in the trailer for Gabriel and me. Usually it was heating up a can of ravioli or soup, nothing like real food. If I was being truthful I hadn’t had a home-cooked meal since before Ma had died. It seemed more than a little sappy to be kind of choked up over something as insignificant as an omelet, but I sort of was.  

“You like it?” Lexie said, smiling. 

She ate her food with a little more class than I did. I was happy to see that she wasn’t the kind of girl who picked at her food, and said she was full before she’d had more than two bites.

“No one has cooked for me like this in a very long time,” I blurted out. 

I hadn’t known I was going to tell her that, until after I had spoken. Now that I had, I couldn’t help but think how it had been a fucking pathetic comment. The last thing I wanted was her pity. In my opinion someone feeling sorry for you was right up there with being called a pussy. 

Like Pa had always said, shit happens and you sucked it up because nobody wants to hear about the crappy parts of your life, they want you to smile and say hell yeah, everything is just peachy on my side of the world. I found it strange that I was actually buying into one more concept that Pa had hammered into my head more times than not. I guessed that was the weird thing about parents, no matter how bad they were, they always seemed to leave their mark on you, in my case it was both literal and figurative. 

“Yeah I guess it’s hard when you’re on the road all the time,” she said, taking my comment in stride. I appreciated her casual acceptance. 

I finished everything on my plate and would have probably gone for seconds if they had been available. Lexie finished her omelet, stood up and cleared the dishes. She dumped them into the dishwasher. I hadn’t realized that the dishwasher had existed until Lexie had opened the door, since its front blended in perfectly with the cupboards. After a few minutes of digging, she retrieved a bottle of wine and two long stem wine glasses from a storage space behind a folding door.

 She placed the wine and glasses on the table, then came back with a corkscrew. 

“Do you want to do the honors?” she said, passing me the cork screw.

I shrugged. “Sure.” 

When I took it from her, our fingertips brushed against each other. It felt good to feel her skin against mine, even if it was just our fingers. As bizarre as it might have sounded, being with Lexie gave me a snapshot of what it might have been like to have a girlfriend. Not that I had ever even wanted a girlfriend. As far as I had heard, having one was more of a pain than benefit. Sure regular sex was a bonus, but it went hand in hand with broads being all needy and controlling, something that I wouldn’t have had the stones for. But this thing between Lexie and me was all about necessity. In the real world I would never have looked at her twice. She was the kind of person you dated and eventually married, something I would never do.

I tugged the cork out of the bottle of red wine, a French vintage from 2005. I poured us each a glass. Lexie took hers in her delicate fingers and sipped. From her reaction it didn’t appear that she even liked the taste of it.

“Pricy,” I mused.

I didn’t know much about wine, only that the older it was, the more expensive it tended to be. 

“Are you sure that your father is going to sanction us drinking this?” I said with a crooked grin.

Lexie had already told me that her father didn’t give a shit what she did or didn’t do, since apparently he was all up in his new wife’s ass. I didn’t know if that carried over if money was on the line.

Lexie’s face pinched as if she had bitten into a lime.

“Like I really care,” she said then laughed bitterly. “He hasn’t been here at the cottage since he and Mom divorced. In fact if I’m telling the truth, I haven’t been here since…” 

Her voice trailed off, and once again I saw unshed tears swim in her eyes. She shook her head, as if she wasn’t allowed to feel what was pushing to be released.

“How old are you Ransom?” Lexie asked. 

It was glaringly obvious that she was trying to shift the subject away from her family, something that I had already noticed her doing on more than one occasion. I found her evasiveness a bit amusing because it mirrored my own reactions to her questions about Pa, or anything other than Gabriel and being on the road. Only I wasn’t as tactful as Lexie was when I didn’t want to talk about something.

“I’ll be twenty-three in a few weeks,” I said, scratching my head. It seemed as if I’d just had a birthday and another one was just around the corner.

“How about you?” I countered. 

“I’ll be twenty-one in August,” she said.

“Next year,” I grinned. “You’re practically jail bait,” I said with a chuckle.

Lexie glared at me. I was immediately sorry that I had said it because obviously it had pissed her off, though I had no idea why.

 “I didn’t mean anything…it was just a joke…”

“Yeah well, your comedy sucks big time,” she said with a scowl.

“Shit Lexie, tell me how you really feel,” I said. 

All traces of amusement had left me, and I was on the defensive.

 “Are you PMS-ing?” I said ready for a fight, but not really sure why.

Lexie leapt up, knocking her glass over when she did. Garnet colored wine spread across the table. 

“No I’m not PMS-ing,” she hollered. 

The tears that had been jockeying to get out from the moment we had walked into the place, fell freely now.

“Shit Lexie, I’m sorry, please don’t cry,” I said, instantly regretting my shitty comment. Once again I was reminded about how very unschooled I was with women. Sure I could take them to some amazing places in the sack, but this other stuff, feelings and shit, or whatever it was, felt like maneuvering through land mines, you just never knew when you were going to blow your foot off.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, racing out of the room. 

I heard the door slam a few minutes later. I grabbed a handful of paper towels, sopped up the wine, then sat down again at the table. I took a huge gulp of wine. I decided that getting a little buzzed was better than feeling guilty for upsetting Lexie. But I was also pissed off that she hadn’t even bothered to tell me what exactly she was ticked about.

 The wine was smooth, and it didn’t take long for me to understand the difference between the crap they sold in the supermarket and the good stuff. I wasn’t sophisticated enough to be able to decipher the different flavors, only that it tasted good. By the time I had downed another glass, a pleasant warmth had enveloped me. The whole Lexie thing seemed way less important. I reasoned that it would all smooth out in the end, that’s how things worked, or at least I hoped that was the way. 

I polished off the rest of the bottle in silence, then strode down to Lexie’s room. The door to the adjacent room was firmly closed. I listened at the door for a few seconds but heard nothing. I figured that she had already fallen asleep. I still felt weird taking her room, but I decided to keep my trap shut since I had already stirred enough shit for the night. I left the bedroom door open. I had always hated closed doors and confined spaces. I could thank Pa and his closet punishment for my phobia. 

I stripped off my clothes, leaving just my boxers on, then slipped under the covers of Lexie’s bed. The sheets smelled clean, like the fabric softener and soap smell that was ever-present at the Laundromat when we had a laundry run on the road. The wine was just enough to relax me and allow my mind to go blank. Even so, I couldn’t stop thinking about Lexie, and what was really going on with her. 

Sure I had made a stupid comment and had set her off, but there was no questioning that she had waffled between calm and agitation since we had arrived. All I could think was that there was so much more going on with her than she had told me. Whatever secrets Lexie was keeping were weighing heavy on her. And if anyone knew how secrets could mess with your mind, it was me. For her sake I hoped she let me in, before she imploded.
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Every mile closer to the cottage had my stomach twisting a little more. Quite a few times I had wanted to turn around and go back to the hospital. It would have been so easy to get in the car with Aiden and Trinity and forget all about Ransom. It hadn’t helped matters much when Trinity had ripped a strip off me about driving back with him. She was already against him, even before she knew that he was a fugitive from the law, something she was bound to find out as soon as she flipped on the television.

“He’s got some rage issues,” Trinity had piped in. 

Aiden had nodded agreement which spoke volumes. Aiden had a cool-headed approach to everything, always wanting to get the details before making a judgment. His one nod meant that he wasn’t a fan of Ransom’s either.

“He caused the accident you know,” Trinity said.

Aiden winced as if in pain. “Trin I didn’t say he caused the accident, only that he startled me and…”

“Caused the accident,” Trinity finished. “That kind of thing happens when you get smashed in the head with a cell phone.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. I half expected her to stomp her foot, because I had never seen her that furious before.

“He flipped out over some phone call, and started smashing his fists against Aiden’s seat and… the only reason Aiden wasn’t charged was because the woman who hit us was bombed…” Trinity’s face suddenly crumpled. 

She raced to Aiden, sitting in a metal-framed chair at the bedside of the small hospital room. She grazed her fingers across the thick bandage that covered the gash on his forehead. A nasty purplish-black bruise stained most of his forehead around the bandage. Aiden looked quite a bit worse for wear. I hated seeing him like that. Trinity brushed her lips tenderly against his, as if she had forgotten that I was even in the room.

“It’s okay baby, I’m okay,” Aiden crooned, drawing her in close. He brought his eyes to mine, there was pleading in his gaze.

“We’re just trying to look out for you Lexie, I mean you don’t really know him, only that he’s Gabriel Sanders brother. I don’t like to say this, but he’s got quite a temper on him. It’s like he’s pissed off at the world.”

“He’s not like that with me,” I said, failing to mention how I had witnessed Ransom’s temper a few times already. “He’s just passionate about things,” I said with a hopeful smile.

“He’s bad news, and I don’t understand why he has such a hold over you, you hardly know him Lexie.” 

Trinity sprang from Aiden’s arms and stalked toward me. Her hair was uncombed and her face gaunt with exhaustion. The grey fleece sweatshirt and matching grey leggings she was wearing, only added to her spent appearance. I couldn’t help but feel guilty that I was putting them through this, but I didn’t know how I could go back and undo what I had promised, or if I even wanted to do that. Ransom was an in, a way to see Gabriel Sanders. The opportunity to possibly meet him had been like a gift that had dropped into my lap, I wasn’t about to give that gift back, no matter how much Trinity and Aiden wanted me to.

“I love you guys, you know that, but I need to do this,” I said in a low voice.

“Do what, exactly?” Trinity asked. “I know you have something planned, what is it?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know yet.”

“Well if you don’t know, who does Lexie?” Trinity said. 

She moved toward me then threw her arms around me, holding me tight in her embrace.

“I love you Lex, I don’t want anything bad to happen to you,” she whispered. She pulled back to stare at me. There were tears swimming in her eyes. “I want you, no, I need you to be safe.”

I tried to smile, but I didn’t quite make it happen.

“I’m safe, really, please just trust me,” I said. I disentangled from her grip and began backing out the door.

“I promise I’ll call or text you every day.” I was out of the hospital room and halfway down the corridor before I heard Trinity yell after me.

“You know if anything happens to you I’ll kill you,” she said.

“I know,” I said with a half-hearted grin. I left the hospital without another look back.

I knew when I’d gotten back into the car that Ransom had probably detected that things hadn’t gone exactly smooth with Trinity and Aiden, but he hadn’t asked me about it, something I was silently thankful for.

The drive to the cottage had been exactly what I had needed. I felt like I was  finally starting to catch up on the things that were supposed to happen when you first met a person. I wasn’t an expert on the matter, but sex first, getting to know a person after, just wasn’t how it went. Ransom, for the most part, had been open in our conversation and had only detoured me twice when the subject of his father, and life before Gabriel was a celebrity had come up. 

It wasn’t hard to see how much he loved his brother. Seeing that, made me wonder that if I’d had a sibling to lean on, if it might have made things easier after Mom had died. I couldn’t deny that hearing about Gabriel, and all the people he had helped with his “gift” had buoyed my hope that maybe someday he would help me too. I kept that tidbit to myself however. I was one hundred percent sure that Ransom probably wouldn’t have been on board anymore if he had known that my intentions weren’t as innocent as I would have had him believe.

For the most part, I had shoved away the mixed feelings I’d had about going back to the cottage. After Mom had died I had vowed never to darken the door there again. The place was too filled with memories for me to handle. I had even told my father that he should sell the place, but being the savvy business man he was, he had said that it was better to wait until the real estate market rebounded. Now I was glad in a way that he hadn’t listened to me. It meant that I could keep Ransom close at hand until I could figure out a way to get to Gabriel. I ignored my doubts about using Ransom. Resting all my hopes and dreams on Gabriel Sanders’s shoulders was more important than anything else, even hurting Ransom. 

Of course being back at the cottage had been so much worse than I had expected. Every piece of furniture, wall hanging and dish in the place, had been handpicked by Mom. The space even smelled like her, though I expected that was more my imagination than fact. Every step I took, reminded me that she was gone and I would never have a chance to fall into her protective arms again. The walls seemed to whisper a reminder that I would never again be able to tell her how much I loved her. 

Now, lying in the bed that Mom and Dad had once shared, I was pissed beyond belief. I wondered why I had ever agreed to hideout with Ransom because looks aside he was kind of a prick. The jail bait comment had rubbed me the wrong way, because it had said that he thought I was a kid, one that he would never have hooked up with if he had known what he was doing. 

The elation I had felt after our conversation in the car about sex, and how he had said it had been awesome with me, quickly faded. The subsequent PMS remark had set me on fire, yet instead of reading him the riot like I should have, I had broken down crying. It of course only added more weight to the whole acting a little too emotional gibe.

“Fucking jerk,” I growled, tossing a magenta throw cushion across the room. He’d had no right saying stuff like that. He didn’t know me, or that being here again was painful beyond belief. Walking through the cottage felt like someone had taken a jagged knife to my heart and scraped over it a few times until it was bleeding and raw. I understood that he had no idea how I felt, but I had expected him to be marginally more sensitive. I’d had a glimpse of something at the hotel room, something that said he was a sensitive and caring guy. I wanted more of it, in fact if I was being honest, I needed more of the tenderness he had shown me, like the way he had cradled me in his arms when I had fallen apart.

The more I thought about the PMS comment the more irked I got. Who the hell said that kind of thing? Sure Mom had said things like that to me before, even Trin and every time they had, it felt like they were minimizing my feelings. Though I wasn’t sure if Ransom even understood what he had said, or even why I had flipped out. I was starting to wonder myself why I had freaked. If I looked back at the interaction with a more rational eye, I might have realized that he had been trying to lighten the mood. The more I thought about it, the more I understood that I wasn’t really mad at Ransom, I was irritated at myself. The cottage had stirred up a barrage of emotions, most of which I was still trying to understand. Ransom just happened to be in the line of fire.

I slid out of bed, moving silently across the emerald area rug that covered most of the space at the side of the bed. I was already at the door when doubt clouded my mind. I wasn’t sure if I should just go to sleep and apologize to Ransom in the morning, or apologize right then. Mom’s adage had always been to never go to bed mad, always settle a fight before you slept. Life could change in a heartbeat and you might never get a chance to fix what was broken. Nobody knew as well as I did the truth in those words, or how you just never knew what the last words you had spoken were going to be to someone you loved.

When I opened the door into the hallway, I noticed that the door to my room was still open. I glanced down the hallway but didn’t hear any sounds, so moved across the hall. The plug-in night light in the shape of a crescent moon, gave me enough light that I could see that Ransom was already in bed. He was wrapped up like a mummy with just a few tufts of his dark hair poking above the bedspread. With courage I hadn’t known I’d had, I cruised into the room until I was standing over him. His breathing was steady and seemed to indicate that he was already asleep. The logical part of me said to leave him alone, that I could talk to him in the morning, but the other bit of me that was paranoid with cause, refused that option.

“Ransom,” I said in a quiet voice.

He didn’t stir. I called his name again. There was still no response. I shook him lightly. He was unmovable. If I hadn’t heard him breathing I might have wondered if he was dead.

“Ransom,” I said, much louder this time. I shook him hard enough to rattle his teeth. Suddenly he was sitting straight up in bed, his eyes wild in alarm.

“What? What? What’s happening?” he yelled, reaching his hands out for me. Before I knew it he had grabbed me against him, and was hugging me tight. 

“It’s all right I’ll protect you Gab,” he murmured into my hair. Too stunned to even breathe, I remained stiff in his grasp until I found my voice again.

“Ransom, it’s me, Lexie,” I said against his bare chest. 

I felt his hold relax until he released me all together. I stood up again, more than thankful for the dim lighting that hid the hot flush of embarrassment, and made my cheeks burn.

“Christ Lexie, you scared me,” Ransom said, locking his dark eyes on me. Something sparked in his expression when he’d had a good look at me. It was then that I realized that I was wearing just a t-shirt and panties. I had been too bent on making amends to have thought to get dressed. My blush deepened. Though every bit of me wanted to race back and get my clothes, doing it would have shown that I was embarrassed about being half-dressed. I actually was mortified, but Ransom didn’t need to know that.

He stretched his arms over his head, his pectoral muscles rippled with the move. The bedspread puddled low on his hips, leaving him delightfully exposed. The nightlight cast shadows across his bare torso, accentuating his trim physique even more. I knew that I was goggling him, but I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from his form, that would have rivaled some of the hottest guys in Hollywood. 

“Are you okay?” Ransom asked, seemingly oblivious to the way my eyes were crazy-glued to his chest and washboard abs. I shook my head, trying to remove the image of him naked on the bed after our night together. My pelvis tugged in a way that said my body was remembering what it had felt like to be with Ransom, even if my brain was screaming to smarten the hell up. I shivered then felt my nipples harden as they loved to do at the most inopportune moments. I quickly crossed my arms over my chest. My grin was probably dumb, but it was all I could manage. Suddenly it felt impossible to form a coherent sentence to explain why I had invaded his privacy, almost shaken him out of the bed, and was now standing half-naked in his room.

“I…I wanted to say I was sorry you know…” I finally mumbled.

Ransom nodded. “Yeah, I’m sorry too. I know it’s not really an excuse but when you work with only men everyday, you sometimes forget how to talk to a woman.” 

His grin was boyish and made something inside me melt, but also revved up what could only be described as my newly discovered sex drive. The whole once you’ve tasted sugar you couldn’t help but want more verse, sang like a sexy song through my mind.

“Well you really hit the right button because if there’s anything that I hate its when someone asks me if I’m…” I threw up my hands. I wasn’t willing to even repeat the phrase PMSing; I despised it that much.

“That bad huh?” he asked. 

I nodded. Ransom broke into boisterous laughter. It didn’t take long before I joined him. When our giggles died away we just stared at each other, as if we didn’t know what else to say. 

“Well now that that’s settled, goodnight,” I said, awkwardly. I had no idea what else to say. Ransom seemed surprised by my abruptness and narrowed his eyes in puzzlement.

“That’s it?” he asked. “You woke me up and now you’re just going to leave me here wide awake?” 

His smile was warm and made me remember that with that grin alone, Ransom could get any girl he wanted; it was certainly having that effect on me.

“Well we could play Monopoly,” I said. Even as I suggested it, the word nerd flashed in neon in my mind.

Contrary to what I had expected Ransom didn’t laugh at me. He shrugged then gave me a wry grin. 

“I have to warn you, I’m quite a tycoon when it comes to building up property,” he said.

“Sounds good, I’m going to get the games and put some clothes on,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I had told him that I was going to get dressed, since it wasn’t really essential for him to know.

“You look just fine to me,” he said, skimming his gaze down the length of my body.

I quivered in response then tore out of the room as if the devil himself was after me. As I pulled on my jeans then snapped my bra, I realized without a doubt that I really had no idea who Ransom was. But more than anything else in my life, right then, despite how we had met, and how we had ended up at the cottage together, I was going to enjoy finding out what made Ransom Sanders tick.
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After a rousing game of Monopoly, we moved on to Scrabble then finally Boggle. I would never have expected that playing a child’s board game would iron out all the anxiety and uncertainty between us, but it had actually made things easier. 

I had only met Ransom a few days before, but with all the time we had spent together, I felt like I understood him more than people I had known my whole life. Playing games with Ransom added a completely different dimension to our budding partnership, or whatever you wanted to call it. I liked seeing the boyish excitement in his eyes when I landed on one of his properties and had to pay him way too much rent. 

He hadn’t lied when he’d said he was a tycoon because that’s exactly what he was like. Cool, calculated and on purpose. Even when I had realized that it was well past three in the morning, I wasn’t willing to go to bed and stop being with Ransom. After I had yawned for what seemed like the hundredth time, I had to concede that sleep was in my future. 

The next day I didn’t wake up until after 10:00 a.m. I brushed my teeth and tugged on a pair of black yoga pants, this time remembering to put on a bra before I pranced around the house in front of Ransom. I was surprised to see that he was already up, sitting at the kitchen table. He looked showered and was dressed in the clothes that he had picked up at the department store, a black long-sleeved crew neck sweater and jeans. He hadn’t noticed that I was there and was busy texting on his new disposable phone, while sipping what looked like coffee. 

Detecting that I was there, his head came up and he beamed at me. It was surprising how the abbreviated sleep hadn’t seemed to have affected him much. I, of course knew that I looked like something that the dog had dragged in.

“Great news, Dave is out on bail and Gab’s off life support,” he said before I spoke.

“That is good,” I said, reciprocating his smile.

He seemed to catch himself and glanced down at his coffee cup. “I hope you don’t mind, I kind of dug through the cupboards and found a jar of instant coffee and…”

“That’s absolutely fine. I want you to make yourself at home here Ransom,” I said with a flip of my hand. He got to his feet, shoving his phone back into his pocket.

“I’ll make you some too, if you want,” he said. 

He peered at me expectantly.

“Sure, that would be great,” I said. 

I watched him move around the kitchen as if he belonged there, and wasn’t just a visitor. He already knew exactly where the coffee cups were, and all the other things that he needed. He was back a few minutes later with a steaming cup of coffee in his hands. He laid it in front of me then went to the fridge, coming back with the small container of milk we had bought along the way.

“Thanks.”

I added milk to the coffee, not bothering to mention that I usually took my coffee with sugar too. The first mouthful was extra bitter, I never had really liked instant coffee much but without sugar it was positively nasty. I smiled and swallowed as if it was the best thing in the world.

“I’ll go to town later and get a few more things, you can let me know if there’s anything you want,” I said. 

“I’m easy, anything you want to get is fine by me,” Ransom said with a shrug. The quiet widened between us before I spoke again.

“Did you sleep okay?” I asked. 

“Sure,” he said,  “you?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, it was okay.” 

I stirred my coffee a few more times, a little unsure about what else to say. We had covered so much of the superficial already; it felt like the well had gone dry. I was stumped for conversation, which didn’t bode well since we were going to be spending quite a bit of the foreseeable future together.

“Why are you so against sleeping in your room Lexie?” Ransom said out of the blue. 

Even though I knew that it hadn’t been intended that way, the question felt like a slap in the face because it made it necessary to articulate how I couldn’t bear to be in a space that Mom and I had worked so hard to make perfect. More than any other place in the cottage, my room had been where Mom had released her hold completely, allowing me to have exactly what I had wanted. Though she had carefully planned the rest of the place, she had relied on an interior decorator to get some of the things she had wanted. But my room had been all us, every piece had been handpicked by me, Mom had been right there with me. It hurt to remember it. I knew that not explaining it to Ransom would shut him out. Right then I wanted him to know something about me that nobody else did.

“It’s because it makes me remember that she’s gone, that she’s never coming back and that I’m to blame for it,” I said. I kept my focus on the white ceramic cup in front of me.

“Oh,” he said.

I brought my eyes up to his, where they linked together. In his gaze I realized that without even saying a word he understood. And as if he had placed a key into a lock that I had never thought would be opened, the whole story of the night Mom had died poured out of me. Ransom remained quiet as I spoke, watching me with interest until I had finished. As soon as I stopped talking he reached for my hands. I held on, thankful for the contact. 

“You can’t blame yourself Lexie, you couldn’t have known what was going to happen,” he said. There was compassion in his eyes. I hated seeing it there because I didn’t deserve even a bit of it.

“Blaming myself is all I have left,” I whispered. “Because if I allow myself to get off the hook, not take full responsibility for my actions, I’ll be somehow minimizing Mom’s death, like it was fate or something stupid like that.” 

“You know Gab says that no one really dies, that their energy is all around us and that no matter what, they know that you love them. He says that whatever message you want to give them they already have it,” he said, as if he had sifted through my mind and knew exactly what I had been planning all along.

I sighed, wanting to believe his words, but knowing that I couldn’t. If I did actually think that Mom was already here with me, listening to everything I said, then that would somehow be too easy, like I hadn’t worked at all to atone for my mistakes. Like I could just apologize and that would make it okay. It felt wrong. 

“As far as fate goes,” Ransom continued. 

I stared at him then, allowing him to see the pain that had worked into my expression, instinctively knowing it was okay to show him how I was feeling.

A smile lit up his face, he squeezed my fingers in his. 

“I can’t say I exactly believe in fate, but I have to admit there are a lot of coincidences that have happened in my life that I can’t explain away. Even all the stuff that happened with you and me, meeting you in the alley and then later at the hospital. That couldn’t have just happened,” he said. 

Though his words were meant to soothe, they did just the opposite, showing me in perfect clarity all the lies and secrets that were rapidly stacking up. If Ransom knew the truth, that I was doing everything in my power to get to his brother, he would have hated me. That meant that I had to make sure he never found out. 

I shifted in my seat, not sure how to respond. 

“Thanks for that Ransom.” 

My voice was wooden from my shame. The kindness in his eyes stung. Every part of me needed to get away from him, so he wouldn’t be able to discover how truly broken and twisted I was. I got to my feet.

“I’m going to get a shower, then I’ll go into town,” I said. 

I knew I was being abrupt after he had tried to be so supportive, but I needed some space to get it together, a little time to remember what I was working toward. It was easy to use him when he was acting like a jerk, but this side of Ransom, the guy who actually cared about how I felt, was making it difficult for me to imagine using him to get to Gabriel after all. 


























28. RANSOM










I sat on the beach watching the surf, knowing that the last place I should have been was there. But I had never been to the beach before and despite the cold and the way the wind kicked up the sand all around me, I welcomed the solace. 

“Hey,” Lexie said from behind me. 

I was surprised that she had managed to sneak up on me. She held a bottle of red wine and two glasses.

“What’s the occasion?” I asked, arching an eyebrow her way. 

She was dressed in a cream-colored cable knit sweater that went low on her hips, and sky blue jeans that hugged her curves in a way that made my heart thrum in my chest, a very common response of late.

Her simple grin, a flash of teeth between soft pink lips, made my breath catch. It had been too long since I had been with a woman. Horny didn’t even come close to describing how I felt. Having Lexie around all the time certainly didn’t help matters. More times than not, I found myself catching on little things about her, like the way a simple brush of her hand against mine made my heart speed up, or the way she studied me with absolute concentration when I was working out. I had never noticed things like that with other girls and the more I was around Lexie, the more I wanted to take her to bed. To make her orgasm over and again, until she couldn’t catch her breath.

 “I don’t know? Maybe your birthday?” she said, falling into the sand next to me. The wind caught her hair. Her cheeks were rosy from the cold. I hadn’t remembered her looking as beautiful as she did right then. I dragged a hand through my hair, moving the locks that had lengthened over the weeks we had been there, out of my eyes.

“Shit, I completely forgot,” I said, shaking my head. “How did you know it was my birthday anyway?” I asked, then remembered I had mentioned it to her a few weeks back, though I hadn’t given her an exact date.

“I have my sources.” 

She leaned into me with her head against my shoulder. Another gust tossed her hair into my face and the scent of summer flowers, wafted around me. No matter what part of the day it was, rain or shine, Lexie always smelled so fucking good. 

“Actually I found it on Wikipedia a while back,” she said.

I wrapped an arm around her waist, drawing her closer, appreciating her warmth and the feel of her sweater on my bare arm.

“I’m on Wikipedia?” I said, surprised that I rated important enough to have my details there. Then I clued in. 

“You mean that Gab’s on Wikipedia and they probably listed me as his family or some shit like that. I hope they don’t have a picture of me there too.”

Mentioning Gabriel and how I was linked to him on Wikipedia, reminded me  again of how very much my life had once revolved around him. Being in the cottage with Lexie showed me what I hadn’t realized before, like a wheel on a car, I supported Gabriel in everything he did, but I never decided what direction we were going. My life had never been my own before now.

Lexie shook her head. “No picture, just your birthday and name and…” She broke off as if she had said something she hadn’t wanted to.

 “You know you really should have worn a jacket,” she said, shifting the topic. She appraised the goose bumps on my arms, running her fingers along my bare skin. I loved the feel of her hands on me, and how natural it felt for her to touch me. 

“Yeah I know, I guess it just feels good to have the wind against my skin, the salt spray in my face. It’s so refreshing.”

“Refreshing wouldn’t be the word I would use, more like frickin’ freezing your butt off cold.” 

The glasses tinkled in her fingers and were already starting to turn red at the tips.

“We should go in, I’ll build a fire,” I said, standing up. I took the wine bottle from her grasp and pulled her to her feet.

“A fire just for me? I think I love you Ransom,” she said with a giggle. 

Suddenly we both froze, staring at each other as if neither of us knew what to say next. I knew she had meant it as a joke, but somehow it had brushed against something inside of me, and made me want things that I had long ago resolved not to have, like love and permanence. From as far back as I could remember, sex, as much as I could get, was what I had looked forward to, back then it had been enough. But being with Lexie made me see that there was more out there then acting the role of prime stud.  

“Ah, I mean…” She flushed bright red. 

“I know what you meant, who wouldn’t love all of this?” I said, sweeping a hand dramatically down my torso. 

“Yeah, whatever,” she said, giving me a scathing glare. Before it got any weirder, I threaded my free hand with hers and we walked back to the cottage.

It was only a five minute walk, but seemed like double that, since for some reason the cold had suddenly started to make its presence well known, enough so that my teeth were literally chattering by the time we crossed the threshold. Lexie laid the glasses on the table and glanced back at me. 

“I told you that you should have worn proper clothes,” she said, rubbing her hands against my shoulders and biceps trying to warm me up. The friction did it’s job. I felt a little bit of warmth work back into my body.

“Fire,” I said. 

I moved past her into the living room and got to work on building a fire. The kindling that I had cut the day before was bone dry and ignited quickly. Before long the crackle and pop of a wood fire filled the air. Heat, luscious and welcome, wrapped its toasty hands around me. As I began to warm, I smiled, thinking how much Lexie and I had fallen into a routine. At first the regular schedule of what we did in the day had been so foreign, but had soon become something I had grown to count on.

Everything about the cottage felt familiar, including Lexie. I had actually started missing her whenever she wasn’t there with me. I racked it up to being together twenty-four-seven for the past few weeks, but I knew there was more to it than that. She was easy on the eyes, but also easy in every other way possible. From her smart-ass comments to the way she looked when she had just jumped out of bed in the morning, she was one hundred percent Lexie, with not even a hint of bullshit about her.

Even without thinking about it, I found myself wanting to take care of her, to make her coffee in the morning, build a fire, cut wood and whatever else I could do for her. And as much as I did, she reciprocated, cooking meals that I had once only dreamed about, like roast chicken, baked potatoes, candied carrots and buttered corn. She was quite a cook and seemed to enjoy watching me eat; we were a perfect combination.

“Ransom, come here I have something for you,” Lexie yelled from the kitchen. Though I would have preferred to stay near the fire for a few minutes more, I stood up grudgingly and dragged my feet to the kitchen.

Lexie had slipped off her sweater, revealing a long-sleeved forest green shirt that seemed to accentuate the flecks of gold in her blue-green eyes. She didn’t say a word before she shoved a plain black gift bag my way. I looked at her suspiciously.

“Duh, it’s your birthday, you get a present,” she said with a impatient roll of her eyes.

I scratched my head then pressed my lips together, slightly embarrassed that I hadn’t figured it out. Normally people got presents for their birthdays, at the very least they got a cake, though that wasn’t something that had happened after Ma had died. Pa had never believed in celebrating much of anything. I had become so accustomed to the status quo, that I couldn’t even remember if Gab had ever really had a birthday present, or cake for that matter. I vowed to change that as soon as we were together again.

Lexie must have seen something in my expression because her smile waned; there was something that looked a lot like pity in her gaze. I wanted it gone because she wasn’t supposed to feel sorry for me. I didn’t need that from her, not her. My face went steely as I opened the top of the bag. As soon as I had spotted the gift whatever irritation I’d had was forgotten, and I was overcome with emotion.

“Fuck,” I hissed. 

“Fuck good, or fuck bad?” she asked, biting her bottom lip apprehensively.

I pulled out the bright yellow bucket filled with 950 pieces of Lego bricks. I felt a lump form in my throat because it looked exactly like the one Ma had given to me so many years before. The one Pa was surely to have found and destroyed by now. I knew it wasn’t the same one that Ma had given me, but that didn’t matter because it still felt like I had her back with me. It felt like the day I had woken up on Christmas morning and had found it. The excitement, the exhilaration of what were destined to be the last moments of a childhood that had been snatched away from me the day she had died.

I threw my arms around Lexie, hugging her to my body as tears from the past threatened to spill. I swallowed a few times doing my best to pull it all back in, forget about Ma, and the hell that had become my life after she had left me, left us.

Then our lips came together and I was kissing Lexie. Though I had kissed her in what seemed a lifetime ago, this time it was on purpose. No alcohol to dull my senses or anything that prevented me from knowing exactly what I was doing. As our lips moved together it felt like I was home, like I belonged with her.

 Her mouth was cool on mine and she tasted of fresh air and something sweet. She sank her hands into my hair, tugging me even closer, kissing me deeper. Her tongue searched my mouth in earnest. I grabbed her hips, until her pelvis was pressed tight against an erection so hard that it felt like it would split my zipper. I lifted her up and onto me. Her legs straddled my waist as I searched her mouth with my tongue. 

All I could think was how I needed her more than anything in my life. But what I wanted from her now was nothing like ever before. There was no animalistic need to take her, it was more than a desire for release, so much more. I had no idea what it felt like to make love to a woman, but for some reason that very thought traveled through my mind. I didn’t just want to have sex with Lexie, I wanted something more meaningful.

 I broke away for a second, staring into her face. I ran a thumb down the line of her jaw, groaning at the feel of her soft skin, and the cold that still chilled her cheek. Lexie gazed at me with glazed eyes that were filled with a desire that seemed to match mine. Even so I still needed confirmation, that said that she wanted me as much as I wanted her.

“Do you want this Lexie?” I asked, my voice husky with need.

“More than I’ve wanted anything in my life,” she whispered. 

It was all I needed. I supported her body with my hands as I strode down the hall.

“Not there,” Lexie said, shaking her head. “I want to be in front of the fireplace.”

I nodded. I didn’t care where we were, only that I had to be inside her, feel her warmth surround me, connected in a way that only a man and woman could. I carried her to the area rug in front of the fireplace. It was pure white and shaggy soft, and seemed to be made for having sex. I was surprised I hadn’t realized that before. I laid Lexie down on the carpet, ripping off my shirt before I laid down on top of her. I slid a hand under the hem of her shirt, then the silky fabric of her bra, until my hand captured her bare breast. I moaned as I felt her nipple go hard against my fingertips. I tugged on it until she arched her back and drew in a quick breath. 

Hungry to see her full body for the first time, I tugged her shirt up and over her head then tossed it to the side. I took a moment to drink her in, the half moon of her breasts above her purple lace bra, the soft dip of her stomach, the way the bones of her pelvis jutted above the waistline of her jeans. I skimmed my hands down the curves of her waist; her skin felt like velvet.

 Slowly, with patience that I hardly felt capable of, I moved back up the length of her torso. I slipped her bra straps down off her shoulders, then reached behind her, unclasping it with deft hands. Lexie shifted under me, as eager as I was to have the only material still separating our naked flesh, pulled away. With a quick snap I tossed the bra to the side. Lexie gasped in response, her eyes went wide with enthusiasm. 

Her breasts were perfect, soft mounds of cream with pink nipples, hard and begging to be licked and sucked. I flicked my tongue across the taut peaks then nipped softly, she sucked in air in a rapid inhalation. My mouth continued to work on her breasts, my hands fondling what my mouth wasn’t touching. She pushed up against me, wanting me to take more of her, something I was only too happy to do. When I felt her hand at the waistband of my jeans, working to open the button, I released a guttural sound from low in my throat. I let go of her, long enough to unbutton my jeans. With her help they slipped down my hips. The release was instant and a little overwhelming. I wasn’t just hard for her, I throbbed, pulsing in a way that I had never felt before. 

Her hand gripped me before I could do another thing, gliding rhythmically in a way that had me moving in time with her stroke. Even with my jeans off there still seemed to be too many clothes between us. I tore at my boxers, managing to get them off, even as Lexie continued to pleasure me. When I started to undo the snap of her jeans I was brought back to reality with a sickening thud. I didn’t have my wallet with me, so no condoms. Before I had met Lexie I had always carried a condom in my pocket, just in case I got lucky, because when it came to sex I believed in the boy scout motto “be prepared”.

“I need to get a condom,” I said, despising that I had to stop the flow for something that was both important, but also a pain in the ass right then.

“I have it covered,” she said with a seductive grin that seemed to say that this whole encounter hadn’t been by chance after all. 

I loved it.

Without releasing her grip on me, she slipped her free hand into her jeans pocket, and pulled out a small foil square that looked a lot like salvation to me. I palmed it, then cried out in pleasure, as she quickened her moves, bringing me to the edge of ecstasy. It had been so long since I’d had a woman’s hands on me, I didn’t have the self control that I normally had. Add in that it was Lexie’s hands, and I was almost undone. Not willing to finish before her, I gently pulled out of her grasp then went to work on getting the remainder of her clothes out of the way. She wiggled her hips until she was out of her jeans. I threw them onto the rapidly growing pile of our clothes. 

I kissed her belly button, then tugged the waist band of her panties with my teeth, inhaling the scent of her sex and arousal. I eased down her purple silk panties, a match to her bra, using my hands and teeth. As soon as her underpants were down to her thighs, I ran the tip of my tongue against the folds of her sex, already slick and ready, confirming that she liked what I was doing. I spread her wide, kissing her in a way that made her shudder. She released a loud gasp then let her legs fall to the sides, giving me absolute access to every part of her that made her distinctly female. I rolled her panties down the length of her beautiful legs, until they were off. As soon as they were gone, I ran my thumb across her, feeling that she was swollen and dewy with need. I knew that with a little care in that tiny area, I could easily put her over the edge. 

Still fingering her, I glanced up at her face. Her eyes were lidded with wanting, but she still had me in her sights. I moved up, unable to resist another taste of her full lips, puckered with lust. Our mouths worked together, this time there was more urgency in the kiss, as if neither of us could wait to finish. 

I worked my hand between her legs, easing in and out of the wetness that said she was as ready as I was. She moaned into my mouth when I skimmed just the right spot, deep inside her. I made it a point to go back over it again and again, until her pelvis worked against my hand steadily, grinding against me, demanding to be satiated. I was only too happy to oblige.

“Ransom,” she said in a panting whimper, moments later. 

I almost came at the sound of my name mixed with the eroticism of her climax. She clenched rhythmically around my fingers, her body shuddering with release as she crested, rocking her hips against my hand until the orgasm tapered away. As far as I was concerned, it was just the beginning of the pleasure I planned to give her.


























29. LEXIE










I had known when Ransom’s birthday was, well before I had ever met him. Which was just one more reversal in how things were supposed to go. In the time that we had been in the cottage we had talked so much that I was quite sure I knew Ransom better than most people that I had considered friends. Though I had known that his father had been horrible to him, Ransom never went into specifics, but it was easy to read between the lines and know that his life had been hell. Especially after his mother had been murdered. And it was in one of these conversations when Ransom was laid bare, that he had mentioned the Lego set that his mother had once given him.

I considered Ransom a rugged kind of guy, all hard lines and muscles, but when he had spoken about that Christmas morning his face had changed. I didn’t have to work very hard to see the innocent little boy he had once been. The next day I had started on my quest to find him a similar set. I knew it wasn’t exactly the same, but I wanted to do something special for him because as far as I could tell nobody had really given a shit about him for most of his life. Though he didn’t want for food, clothes or a roof over his head, Ransom’s life had lacked one very important ingredient, love. It brought his selfless connection with his brother Gabriel into perspective, and how without Gabriel in his life he didn’t really know how to function. I guessed if you only loved one thing in your life, and it was suddenly snatched away, it would feel a lot like a living hell.

I had searched online, managing to find a complete set for sale that matched his description, luckily the vendor had expedited the shipment and I had got the set the day before his birthday. I had hoped that he would have been happy with the gift, but I hadn’t predicted how thrilled or even how emotional it would be. But now after all was said and done, it had been probably one of the smartest things I had ever done, since the reward was far better than anything I could have predicted.

Ransom leaned over me, his gaze smoldered with longing, and it was all for me. Unlike the first time we’d had sex, Ransom was sober and completely aware about what he was doing. It only made me want him more. His shoulders were all rangy muscles, more defined with the hours he had spent working out in the gym that Dad had set up in the cottage and had never used. I hated exercising, always had, but that had rapidly changed when Ransom had started working out. I had suffered the treadmill more times than I ever would have imagined, just so I could be voyeuristic. 

Seeing him slick with sweat, his muscles rippling and expanding with use, made me want to do things with him that I never would have thought of before. The attraction I felt for Ransom wasn’t like anything I had experienced before. It wasn’t like the crush I’d had on Mitch, it was something richer, more grown-up and it had made me silly enough that I had actually gone out and bought a box of condoms. Now I carried one in my pocket all the time. The word slut had worked its way into my mind the first time I had pocketed it, but I ignored the judgmental voice in my head that said nice girls didn’t carry condoms in their pockets, because nice girls didn’t always have amazing sex either.

Ransom’s fingers worked in time with my body, that was responding without any need for directions. And when the feeling washed over me, the same way it had the first time we had been together, it seemed even more intense than it had been before, as if I was coming apart with pleasure. He was so beautiful in a manly way. It still baffled me that he actually wanted me at all. People that looked like him didn’t give a second look at people like me. Yet he had given me a second glance, then a third and so many more. I had felt the weight of his stare on me more times than I could count, and enjoyed it so much more than words could express. 

His perfect lips, soft and sensual, curved into a smile when I instinctively said his name. Ransom’s eyes never left my face, watching me intently as wave after wave of pleasure surged through me. The way he gazed down at me made me feel as if my satisfaction mattered more to him than his own. I fell back against the rug, needing to get my bearings after the force of it all. And if I had thought that was the end of it I was wrong, judging by the gleam in his eyes, he had more tricks up his sleeve. 

Ransom kissed me gently, with tenderness that felt almost too much to accept, because I was a liar and a conniving bitch. I didn’t want the words of shame to cut into a moment that was as closed to perfect as seemed possible, but it seemed I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Even as my body responded to the kisses that Ransom trailed down the length of my stomach, a voice screamed how I didn’t deserve the pleasure he was giving me, didn’t deserve anything at all. 

Before, being responsible for Mom’s death was on the top of my roster of sins, now being a manipulative witch who was playing Ransom, was number one on the list. But even as the thoughts trailed through my brain, I pushed them away. Though it might have started that way, at some point it had changed. Somewhere without me knowing it at all, everything had shifted. If I hadn’t known better I might have said I was falling in love with Ransom.

I felt his tongue, hot and wet, graze the flesh of my inner thigh and all thoughts other then being right there with Ransom were swept away. There would be other times to beat myself up. I fell back into the pillow of gratification that he seemed to be an expert at giving. He nudged my legs apart a little more, then sank into the space that made me a woman. His tongue worked over the sensitive flesh, licking and tugging with his lips, until once again the feeling of pure unadulterated desire rushed through every nerve fiber of my being. I didn’t think that I could climax again so soon, but Ransom was quickly showing me that I knew less than nothing about sex, and my body’s response. 

When his tongue dipped inside me, I cried out in pleasure. My hands fisted in his hair, as my pelvis moved against him. He quickened his movements, seamlessly knowing exactly what I needed, wanted, even if I hadn’t known myself. He spread me even wider using his whole mouth, sucking and prodding, focusing his attention on the most sensitive parts of me. He continued to play my body with his mouth, tongue and fingers, like I was an instrument custom made for him. 

The euphoria expanded, tripled, then quadrupled, until I thought I would explode with bliss. The air filled with the sounds of my rapture. I gripped his thick hair tighter, pushing his head against me, working my hips in rhythm with his tongue and mouth, churning with a need that I hadn’t known existed until that very moment. Then our eyes locked and it was almost too much to see the pure eroticism in his gaze, that said he was as into my pleasure as I was. His hand found my breast and twisted my nipple, the slight pain took me up another notch on my way to a climax that would probably go down in my history books.

 “Yes Ransom, yes, that’s so good,” I cried out, low and guttural.

 Then in less time than it had taken me to say his name, another wave crashed over me. My breath came out in stilted pants as I shuddered with unremitting gratification. Even as the orgasm converged on me, I couldn’t wrap my mind around how rapidly everything could work. Ransom was swiftly showing me that there were no bounds to the satisfaction he could give me. 

As soon as his mouth was gone, I felt him slide into me, rock hard and absolutely ready to finish what we had started. As much as I had appreciated what he had done for me, it mattered that he was as satisfied as I was. Everything about the moment that he entered me felt different than before, as if we hadn’t actually had sex before, as if this was the first time for us. He pushed in deeper until our pelvises were flush against one another. I moved against him, sliding up and down on him. 

In a move that had me gasping for breath, he flipped over on his back and I was on top of him. In this position he seemed to fill me more than before. He cupped my breasts, rubbing his fingers over the nipples a little roughly, it felt better than amazing. The expression of wanting on his face only heightened my yearning to take him to the place where I had already been twice. 

I leaned  down and kissed him, sucking on his tongue as my hips worked up and down on him. His breath came out in a rush of air that seemed to go directly into my lungs. I had never felt as linked to someone as I did right then.

“Lexie you’re so fucking hot,” he said, his eyes half-closed, his lids fluttering with every move I made against him. Then everything seemed to speed up and I knew he was getting close. Seeing the pleasure I was giving him made my body come alive again, in what could only be described as a triple header. He took hold of my hips, moving my body in beat with the thrust of his pelvis. He drove up into me, each time harder and faster. He moaned, clutching at the cheeks of my butt. I slipped my hands under his ass, helping to push him even further inside me.

I felt the same divine feeling work its way through me one more time until I was ready to splinter with pure euphoria. Just as I let go, I felt Ransom do the same. I locked on his gorgeous face, allowing the orgasm to spread like an electrical shock through me, up me, until I had no thoughts but the sensation of pleasure and the quenching of an eternal thirst. 

His breath came out in fast puffs of air, his face shone with absolute and complete ecstasy. Even though I had thoroughly enjoyed every second of what Ransom had done for me, it paled in comparison to his expression of complete contentment. I couldn’t help but feel good that I had played a large roll in putting that look on his face. He pumped into me one final time then his hands dropped to his sides, as if he no longer had the strength to do anything but lay there like a limp piece of spaghetti. 

I slid off him, then curled against him. He pulled me in closer, planting a kiss on the top of my head then released a long satisfied sigh.

“So does this mean you liked your gift?” I said, running my fingers over the taut muscles of his chest, tracing the lines of his tattoos around his nipple.

“That would be a resounding yes,” he said with a chuckle and closed his eyes. Sleep took him moments later. I lay against him, listening to the steadiness of his breathing and the crackle of the fire. 

Lying there beside him everything seemed perfect, and it was right in that very moment that I made a startling realization. It was gone, the obsession to talk to Mom, to fix what couldn’t be mended. The necessity to see Gabriel Sanders and have him contact my mother. All the things that had propelled me forward since the second I had found out she was dead, were gone, and I knew without a doubt that she had done it. She had actually done it, Mom had sent me an angel and his name was Ransom Sanders.


























30. RANSOM










We had managed to work through a good portion of the box of condoms that Lexie had admitted to buying on spec. It more than turned me on that she had been thinking about sex, probably as much as I had been, maybe even more. My only regret was that I wished I had known sooner because though the time spent hanging together had been great, the added dimension of sizzling hot sex would have taken it to the next level for sure.

Somehow we had made it back to Lexie’s parents room. It still felt a bit weird being in there. All those feelings went out the window when Lexie started fingering the barbell in my nipple, sending a shiver through me. I hadn’t realized when I’d had it pierced that it would feel as good as it did when someone played with it. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was two in the morning. Not only hadn’t I slept very much yet, but from the way my body was tuning into Lexie’s hands, our night wasn’t even close to being over.

All the lights were on in the room, something that Lexie hadn’t wanted at first, but had finally agreed to when I had reminded her that it always made it better for me to see everything that was happening. With our history, where I hadn’t even known it was her the first time we’d had sex, it mattered more than ever for me, and I hoped her too. I glanced down at Lexie. Her head was resting against my shoulder, locks of her silky hair draped the soft curve of her cheek. I knew after being with her I would never again be able to see my chest and shoulder without remembering her nestled there. 

“You’re so fucking beautiful.” 

The statement came out without much planning on my part, but even as I said it I knew it was true this time. In the past I had used that line on more women than I could count, this time I really meant it. Lexie was beautiful, like no one I had met before, and it wasn’t just how she looked. Her beauty came from the passion she had for life and how she felt things, good or bad with all her being. How she could find a joke at just the right time, and how she seemed to want me, just me, and not because I could please her in bed, but because she liked being with me, talking and just hanging out. 

Her eyes met mine. I knew from her expression that she in no way believed what I had just said. I kind of already knew that she had no idea how gorgeous she was.

“Really?” she asked. 

I chuckled. There were girls who would pretend they didn’t think they were beautiful, but all the while they would have absolutely known that they were hot; Lexie wasn’t one of those kind of girls. The one thing that baffled me the most was how she had never hooked up with a guy before me. Not that I was complaining because if she had been with someone else they probably would never have let her go, and we would never have met.

“Shit Lexie, you just don’t see yourself the way the rest of the world does, do you?” I said, shaking my head.

She lifted her shoulders in response, clearly not buying into my comment. I grazed my hand down the length of her spine, caressing the supple skin that felt like satin to the touch. She shivered in response.

“I guess I really do need to spell it out,” I said.

“If you must,” she said. 

She rolled onto her back and laid her hand across her forehead with a dramatic flare, that mimicked a lady from the days of Jane Eyre. It wasn’t hard to tell that she was embarrassed by my statement. But right then I didn’t care if I embarrassed her or not, she needed to know how I felt about her. 

How I saw her. 

I placed a hand on the hollow of her stomach, spreading my fingers across her flesh as far as I could.

“See that?” I asked.

“What?” she said, staring down at my hand.

“There’s a point at which you can’t spread your fingers anymore because it’s humanly impossible for your fingers to stretch apart farther. It’s called your finger span. If you’re a piano player you want it to stretch as far as you can because then you can hit all the notes. Hands are used in greeting and for practically everything we do on a daily basis, and of course to do amazing things to gorgeous girls,” I said, arching an eyebrow. 

Lexie squinted at me, showing me she was completely lost. I liked keeping her in the dark, for a few moments at least.

 I closed my eyes, knowing the next part was going to get rough, but also realizing that I needed to let Lexie know exactly how much she meant to me. 

“Every night before I went to bed, Ma would lay her hand across my stomach just like that,” I said, motioning to my hand still on her stomach. Lexie’s eyes softened at the mention of my mother. Seeing her shift made it even more difficult to speak, but I pushed on anyway. I cleared my throat before I spoke again.

“And she would say that anytime I was scared, like when Pa would lock me in the closet for hours at a time, that I was to remember her hand there on my belly, just like that. And know that even if I couldn’t see her she was there, protecting me. She said that no matter where I was, or how big I grew that her hand would always be there, that she would never let me go. You’re the first person I ever told that story to.”

I swallowed a few more times, allowing the wave of emotions to wash over me then away.

Lexie placed her hand over mine. It looked so small and delicate, kind of how I had remembered Ma’s.

“What I’m saying is that for the first time in my life, I’ve found someone that I never want to let go, someone I want to give my hand to, like Ma did for me. And that person is you Lexie. I want you to know that no matter what happens in the future, whether we’re apart or together, you have my hand. I’ll always be there to hold you, protect you and maybe if I learn how, to love you.”

Lexie’s face filled with emotion, tears streamed down her cheeks in a constant flow and I realized that I was crying too. But instead of feeling like a pansy like Pa would have called me, I allowed the feelings to come. I didn’t push away how broken I felt about Ma dying, or how much it killed me that my father had hated me from the time I was born. 

In that moment I saw my life for what it was, and what it had never been. I realized that no matter who you were, what you looked like, or how many mistakes you’d made in the past, there was always someone to see the good in you. Despite how you might have felt broken beyond repair, when you least expected it, love and belonging could grow on the ruins of what once was your life.


























31. LEXIE










It had been a week since Ransom’s birthday and we still couldn’t seem to get enough of each other. I had quickly learned that as green as I was in the sex department, Ransom was red hot. It was like he’d had lessons in how to pleasure a woman. I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted to get out of bed with him, as if all the years I hadn’t know what I was missing could be reclaimed with Ransom. 

We were still sweaty from our last romp. Ransom was passed out asleep, apparently I was wearing him out based on the state he was in. I felt a little guilty for how greedy I had been, and wanted to give him something back, something that only he would enjoy. The one thing I had noticed about him was that he was never game if I wasn’t satisfied first, like he needed to please me before he could even think about pleasing himself. I wasn’t sure if that was the case with all guys or just him, either way I counted myself lucky. I reached for his hand, limp with slumber then laid it on my belly, stretching his fingers out across my bare flesh.

As had been the case since he had told me the story of his mother, all I could do was remember his words and the absolute beauty of them. Locked away in the seclusion and safety of the cottage everything was possible. In the place that had once held so many painful memories, hope and a life with Ransom grew in my imagination. 

But as soon as I remembered the truth of it all, how Sanford was no closer to getting proof that Ransom was innocent than before, or that I knew we couldn’t hide forever, someone would eventually come looking for me, for him, I felt lost inside. I didn’t want to think that every part of my reality, that seemed more like a dream, could be snatched away at any moment. I shook my head, determined not to let anything get between me and enjoying every moment I could have with him.

 “Roll over onto your stomach,” I said, touching his shoulder with the palm of my hand. 

As usual, Ransom was an immovable force when he was asleep. I shook him until he finally responded in a groggy voice.

“Haven’t you had enough yet?” he asked, not bothering to open his eyes. 

“Please Ransom,” I said. 

I danced my fingers across his chest. His pecs were by far two of the finest specimens I had ever seen, head and shoulders, above all the shirtless guys I’d ever had a chance to look at in the movies or magazines. 

He groaned for effect, but didn’t move.

I pressed my naked body against his side. I slid up and down his slender hip, then wrapped my leg across his pelvis, skimming my calf over his body in just the right spot.

“Out of commission until further notice,” he said. 

He slitted his eyes at me and smirked. Judging from his body’s response beneath my leg, that wasn’t entirely true. 

“Turn over or…” I waggled my eyebrows at him and pointed in the direction of his erection, steadily growing without his bidding.

He grinned wide then turned over on his stomach on the tangled sheets.

  The way he stretched out like a starfish, I half expected him to fall asleep again. I straddled him. I had to admit that I hadn’t planned on doing anything but giving him a back rub, but now that I was spread wide over the dip of his muscled waist I was excited. I pushed away the thoughts because I wanted to give Ransom something that was only about him.

I worked my fingers over the muscles of his back, so well-developed that I could have pointed out every individual muscle in an anatomy class. I massaged his shoulders, planting a few kisses at the nape of his neck. With my face so close to the skin of his back it was impossible to ignore the scars that I had seen before. But now, after all I knew about him, about his gentle soul that was always hidden beneath a rock hard exterior, it made me sick to see the scars. I knew without being told, that Ransom had never opened up to anyone like he had with me. It had me feeling both privileged, but also like the fraud I was.

Even though I was quite sure that I was in love with Ransom, the fact that I had lied so much to him in the beginning, was like having a dead body in the freezer that you prayed no one found, but knew that they eventually would. I knew I was probably being paranoid because I hadn’t exactly shared any of my plans with anyone, still it felt like there was a butcher knife positioned over my head, suspended by a thread that could snap at any time.

My lips replaced my hands, and I was kissing every inch of his bare skin. Before I knew what I was doing, the tears were there, hot and wet on his back. The last thing I wanted to do was cry, but it all seemed to be too much. The weight of my lies felt impossible to carry because Ransom had been so transparent with me. I was a Pandora’s box of secrets. Ransom seemed to sense that I was crying and shifted beneath me, until he was facing me. He sat up, clasping my waist in his hands then pulled me closer. I wrapped my legs around his spine, allowing my behind to rest on his pelvis. He pushed my hair away from my face, stroking my cheek with his thumb, as I continued to sob.

“What’s wrong Lexie, did I upset you?” he said. 

I could tell by the tone of his voice that he was having a hard time holding it together. I knew it broke him to see me like that, but I couldn’t stop feeling.

I shook my head mutely. “No, it’s not you,” I finally managed to say between gut-wrenching sobs.

 “Holy shit Lexie, you’re killing me here, I want to fix this, fix whatever is hurting you.”

“It’s not about me hurting, it’s that someone hurt you Ransom. Those scars, it’s not right what he did to you.”

I felt his body go rigid against me. 

“What do you mean?” he asked. A muscle twitched in his jaw.

“I know that he beat you Ransom, I don’t need anyone to tell me that he’s responsible for those scars on your back,” I choked out. The expression on his face was enough to confirm that I had been right on the mark.

Ransom nodded. He stared straight into my eyes. The pain in his gaze was almost too much to witness.

 “You’re right, he freaked out a long time ago and went off on me with an electric frying pan cord, the metal bit was what left the scars. When he finally realized what he’d done, and that I was bleeding, he pedaled it all back because the last thing he wanted was to leave a mark that someone might question.”

“He’s a fucking monster,” I spat out. 

“Yeah, probably,” Ransom said. 

He brushed his lips against mine. 

“I’m okay Lexie.”

 I caught his mouth in a kiss, working my lips against his. He gripped me tighter to him, responding to my fervor. All I could think was that I would never let him hurt Ransom again, in fact I was determined that no one in the universe would ever harm a hair on his head again. 

Ransom had cut his teeth on violence and hate, he had the marks to prove it. Knowing that he had suffered too many times at the hands of a sadistic creature that claimed to be his father, made me determined to love Ransom with every bit of who I was. I could never remove the scars from his flesh, but I could cover them with tenderness and caring, until all he knew was that love would always kick hates ass to the curb.

And as I felt Ransom push inside me minutes later, I knew that I would never have sex with him again, from that moment on we would only make love.
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I came alive with fear at the sound of someone pounding on the door like it was the end of the world. Ransom was such a sound sleeper that he hadn’t even stirred. As I leapt out of the bed that I had shared with him every night since his birthday, I prayed it wasn’t the police coming for him. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing him, so soon after I had found him. 

I threw on a pair of yoga pants and Ransom’s black t-shirt. Even as panic surged through me like a lightning bolt, I inhaled the scent that was distinctly him. I glanced over at him. Completely naked and bared to the world, his body was male perfection. His ass was well-muscled and rock hard, and perfect for grabbing whenever I had the chance. I wished I could have jumped back in bed and made love to him over and again because it felt that good. There was no question that the genie had been released. Now I was like a horny teenage boy who couldn’t get enough sex, lucky for me Ransom had the exact same point of view.

I tiptoed toward the door. I wasn’t sure what to do, open it and act as if I didn’t know anything, or pretend that no one was home. The only problem with the second scenario was that the rental car was parked like a beacon in the driveway. 

I peeked out the peephole. My breath came out in a shudder of relief when I recognized Trinity there, looking more than a tad impatient. I threw open the door, leaning on the frame with a half-grin. Trinity’s expression showed no warmth, and relayed instantly that I was most decidedly on her shit list.

“Hey Trin,” I said, attempting to act casual.

I felt anything but. Even so, I opened my arms for a hug, something I hoped would lighten the glare that I was sure could make a flower wilt on contact if she had directed it that way.

“Hey yourself,” she said into my hair. 

I was sorry to hear that her voice hadn’t lost even a smidgen of its knife sharp edge.

She released me quickly, another testament to how very angry she was. I backed up a few steps, sweeping a hand so she could come in. She moved across the threshold without delay. Her thigh-high black leather stiletto boots tapped loudly on the hardwood floor, making me wonder if the heels were made of metal. In a graceful move she threw off her pea green three-quarter-length wool coat, draping it on the counter. With her coat off, the one-piece mini-dress number that came exactly three inches below her butt, was in plain sight. I had seen Trinity in some crazy get-ups but this was by far the sleaziest, though on Trinity with all that blonde hair teased and her blue eyes rimmed in black liner with cat eye points at the corners, she looked like sex on heels with the barest hint of hooker sheik, if that even existed.

I was more than aware how messy I looked in comparison. As I ran a hand through my hair, trying to finger comb it a little, I wondered if she knew that I had jumped the virgin ship, and was now well situated in sexy lane with all the trimmings. I giggled at my dumb analogy, drew in a deep breath, readying myself for the reaming I was going to get.

“Ransom,” she called out at the top of her lungs.

 I startled at his name, surprised that she didn’t seem to care about me at all. 

She strode through the kitchen, disappearing into the living room before I had a chance to ask her what the hell she was doing. I had to give her credit for being able to move with the speed of a wild cat on three-inch heels, but I didn’t really want to right then, because whatever had her irked had suddenly transferred over to me. Best friend or not, she was definitely stepping across the line.

“Trinity, what are you doing?” I said, racing to catch up. 

Unfortunately I was too late, and she had already entered the bedroom where Ransom was still sleeping.  When I followed her into the room I was quietly relieved that he had heard her and had slipped into his jeans. He stood with his mouth open wide, as if he couldn’t come up with anything to say.

“Fuck Trinity, what’s going on with you?” I said, finally finding my voice. She turned toward me, shooting me an icy glare.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t know what you were doing?” she said. The accusation was plain in her tone. 

“He’s wanted by the police for planting a bomb that almost killed his brother. What were you thinking Lexie?” 

She jabbed a finger in Ransom’s direction. He reacted as if she had poked him.

“He didn’t do it,” I said without hesitation. 

There was nothing Trinity could say or do that would convince me otherwise.

“And you know this how?” Trinity said with fire in her eyes.

“Because he told me,” I said. 

I tried to keep the bitterness out of my voice, but it was a difficult feat to manage when she was tossing her assertions like verbal grenades.

“You’ve known this guy for less than a month, and you believe beyond a shadow of a doubt that he’s on the up and up…” 

Her voice trailed off as she took in the room that she had stormed into. You didn’t need to be a genius to know that we had been doing a lot more than sleeping in there together. I winced at the sight of the used condom from just hours before, that hadn’t quite made it to the bathroom toilet yet. 

“You’re not only hiding him, but you’re sleeping with him too?” Trinity said. Even though she was talking to me her gaze didn’t waver from Ransom. Ransom shifted his eyes back and forth between us, like an animal that had been cornered by two predators, and had no idea which way to run.

“You know she’s a virgin, I mean was a virgin,” Trinity said. 

The acid in her tone seemed to imply that I hadn’t been a willing participant in our romp in the hay.

“Holy shit Trinity, back the fuck off. He did nothing wrong. I’m an adult you know…”

Trinity suddenly deflated like all the wind had been sucked from her sails. She shook her head. 

“I get it now, I see what you’re doing and it’s all my fault. I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to that whole Gabriel Sanders thing. It’s been nothing but heartache and grief since…”

She moved toward me, cupping my face in her slender hands. My stomach turned in on itself, and all the blood rushed out of my head, leaving me faint. I knew exactly what she was about to say. I opened my mouth to tell her to be quiet, but it was already too late.

“You don’t have to sleep with him Lexie, it’s not worth you losing yourself just to see a kid who may or may not be able to help you contact your mom again.”

I sagged at her words, my legs felt like rubber. I heard Ransom’s breathing hitch as he understood with absolute clarity what Trinity had laid out for him to see. Bile had reached my throat now. I locked my eyes on his and when I did, I wished I hadn’t. Pain flashed across his expression but rapidly settled into cold acceptance. His eyes, that had just minutes before been filled with so much light and understanding, had gone flat and lifeless.

“It’s not like that. Ransom, it’s not like that…” 

I closed the distance between us, ignoring that Trinity was still droning on. And I wanted her gone, I wanted to rewind time and be back in bed with Ransom’s strong arms holding me, making me feel safer than I’d felt in a very long time. But it was gone, the look that had said that I was the only person that mattered in the world had vanished, and had been replaced with something else. Something I couldn’t read but seemed to wrench my heart from my body all the same. 

I stood in front of him, desperate to make him understand that it wasn’t like it sounded. Being with him might have started out strictly for selfish reasons, but that had all changed. But even in my mind the words I wanted to say seemed wrong. I knew without even trying to explain, that Ransom wasn’t going to believe me. 

“I need to walk,” he said, breaking the silence that had closed in around us. His face was impassive, yet I saw a muscle tighten in his jaw. Ransom stalked toward me. He was out of the room before I had a chance to process how everything had gone up in flames. I heard the front door slam a few minutes later. I stared at Trinity. Tears streamed down my cheeks in torrents. I was having a tough time getting in enough oxygen to speak.

I wanted to be mad at Trinity for what she had said, but I couldn’t be. I had been responsible for it all. My obsession and schemes to get exactly what I had wanted had finally blown up in my face, now all I could do was gather the pieces of my shattered life and try to make sense of it.

“Lexie, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 

Trinity gazed down at the sharp toes of her boots, clearly lost for something to say. Needing human contact, to be held and told that everything was going to be all right, I threw my arms around her, sobbing against the satiny fabric of her dress. I knew I was probably getting tears and snot all over her, but somehow I didn’t have the energy to care.

When I finally managed to get it together enough to speak, I told Trinity the whole story, about how I had tried to see Gabriel, about getting drunk at the bar, and how Ransom had saved me and all the other details that had led to the present. I made sure that I didn’t leave out a single fact. It felt good to purge all the lies and secrets at last, but also made me realize how selfish and possessed I had been since Mom had died. I deserved everything I got.

We sat on the bed that had once been Mom and Dad’s, but that had become a place where I had made love to Ransom. A place where I had felt that I truly belonged with him. Without Ransom there the space felt cold, like an arctic wind was blowing around us.

“I can talk to him… explain that I was all wrong,” Trinity said, stroking my hair.

“But you weren’t wrong, not really,” I said.  “Any way you want to slice it, the truth is that I didn’t just help Ransom from the goodness of my heart. I had ulterior motives. It doesn’t matter if it developed into something else, it will never change the fact that I lied and manipulated him in the beginning.” 

I shook my head. The weight on my chest grew heavier.

 “What’s worse is that I finally realized that I don’t need Gabriel after all. I know Mom sent me Ransom, to make me believe that I could still be loved, despite the mistakes I’ve made. I was over it Trin, I was finally ready to close the door on the guilt I felt over Mom’s death and move on…” 

Sobs spilled out of me. Even as Trinity embraced me, whispering words meant to sooth against my cheek, I shut my eyes against the world and let the tears and heartache take over.


























33. RANSOM










A part of me had always known that what I had with Lexie was too good to be true. She was smart and witty and had a bright future that included college and the whole deal. I barely had a high school education with only a GED diploma that said I had finished school. My body and strength were all I had going for me, hired muscle that knew about putting a stage up and taking it down in twenty-four hours. I was a nursemaid, mother and father to Gabriel. Something I didn’t begrudge him one moment because that’s what you did when you loved someone.

And yet I couldn’t help but feel bitter that once again Gabriel had stolen the spotlight. He had been the real reason why Lexie had offered to help me. Just like every time before, he was the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Knowing that I had been used as a tool to get close to Gabriel, left an unpleasant taste in my mouth. It felt like Lexie had ripped at my heart with her fingernails until I was bleeding all over the place. If I was being honest there was nothing that I had faced before now that had gutted me so completely. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that all the pieces to the puzzle fit. The so-called chance meeting at the hospital lobby, why she had been staying in a hotel that was so close to the hospital, and of course her insistence that I stay at the cottage until things settled down.

Now that I realized that it had all been carefully calculated, I couldn’t believe that I had been so stupid. Normal people didn’t ditch their friends and take off with a stranger who was a fugitive from the law, but people who had hidden motives did. I wanted to brush off the feelings of betrayal, and too much hurt to process, but I couldn’t seem to manage. Being with Lexie had cracked the tough exterior I had shown to everyone in the world except Gabriel. Our connection had allowed me to feel things that I had never allowed myself to acknowledge before. Now it felt like she had cut my throat and had watched me bleed out.

“Fuck,” I said, shoving my hair out of my eyes. 

I gazed out at the surf that seemed to mirror how screwed up things were. The waves crashed against the sandy shore, foam racing up closer to my bare feet each time. I edged closer to the water, allowing it to wash over my feet. My flesh seemed to freeze on contact. I couldn’t help but think that if I decided to go for a swim it wouldn’t take very long to suffer hypothermia and die. The salty water seemed to beckon to me like a beautiful mermaid, trying to get me to come in, so she could take me to a watery grave. It would have been so easy to let go, walk into the water and disappear. Because in the ocean there was no Pa, and no need to run from a crime I hadn’t committed, and especially no Lexie, spinning lies in a beautiful web of deceit.  

I squinted at the horizon. Dark clouds were rolling in across the water, promising bad weather. In the inky black I knew what I had to do. I took a step closer to the water and closed my eyes. I had a few things to handle before it was all said and done, but after I had taken care of the minor details, it would all be over and when it was, there would be no going back.
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“You should come back with me,” Trinity said. She had been beside me unmoving for at least an hour or more, and all I could do was cry. Not since Mom’s death had anything hurt this much.

“You can stay at the farm with me and…it will slowly get better and you can start over.”

“But I don’t want to start over,” I said in a croaky voice. 

I sat straight up in bed, locking eyes with her.

“I want Ransom, that’s all. I don’t care about Gabriel anymore, or any of the other psychic stuff that I’ve spent the better part of the past year on. I want Ransom. I want him to look at me the way he did a few hours ago. I want to sweep away all this, and make him understand how much I care about him, how much I love him.” 

My lips trembled around the word love.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Ransom said from the doorway. 

Both Trinity and I whipped our heads around to see him. His hair was windblown, his cheeks and the tip of his nose were red with cold. He rubbed at his biceps with his palms and even managed a sideways grin. It was as if someone had pumped pure oxygen in a room that had been slowly running out of air to breathe.

I leapt up from the bed and was in his arms before he could say anything. I wrapped my arms around his tapered waist holding on as if he might disappear if I let go. Even though his arms came around me, I sensed that something had changed between us. I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that everything could go back to the way it was before. I had some major explaining to do, and was more than grateful that Ransom had come back, so I could begin to mend what I had destroyed with my lies.

Even though he had come back, the cynical part of me wondered if he was hanging around to salvage what we had together, or if he had come back because he had no place else to go. The irony of the situation hit me hard, but I didn’t let it finish me off. As long as Ransom was with me everything else would work itself out. 

“I think my work here is done,” Trinity said from behind me. 

I spun to face her. She looked even more vampy than when she had first walked in, but unlike the perfection that had greeted me before, her makeup was smudged where she had cried right alongside me.

She brought her focus to Ransom. 

“I’m sorry for throwing you under the bus, and blaming you for everything. I was way out of line. Lexie filled me in, and as far as I can see she’s lucky to have you…”

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” Ransom said. I heard the rancor in his remark loud and clear, but couldn’t blame him for feeling that way.

Trinity shoved back her mane of flaxen hair and strode forward, balancing on her stilettos like a runway model. She stopped in front of Ransom, the width of him was blocking the door.

“Yeah you’re right there,” she said with an exaggerated sigh. “Well guys and gals I need to get back to my honey. He’s supposed to get his stitches out today.”

I flushed, feeling more than horrible all over again that I hadn’t even bothered to ask how Aiden was doing, or anything about the accident. I guessed in my mind the cottage had been an alternate reality, where nothing outside Ransom and me existed. It was yet another testament to my selfish behavior. I had a lot of atoning to do for the messes I had left in the wake of my fixation on Gabriel Sanders. 

Trinity gave me one more hug then winked at Ransom.

“You don’t have to see me to the door, I know you guys have a lot to talk about,” she said. 

She tapped past us down the hall. I followed her with my gaze until she was out of sight. The bang of the front door said she had gone. I turned back to Ransom, unsure where to begin. Before I could get in a word, he placed a finger against my lips, silencing me.

“Shhh,” he said in a whisper. “It’s okay Lexie, we’re okay. I get it, and I’m not leaving. For now that’s enough for me.”

“But,” I started to say, but he captured my mouth with a kiss that drew the breath from my lungs. 

I slipped my hands around his neck, drawing him closer. I moved to the button of his jeans, desperate to connect with him again. I knew it was shallow, but I couldn’t help but believe that if we made love then it would be okay. It would prove that everything was going to work out after all.

“Later,” he said, though the feeling of his erection against me said that he was as aroused as I was. He peeled my hands off his neck; later felt more like never. I reasoned that he needed time to wrap his head around everything that he had just learned. Sex wouldn’t fix anything and would only take us away for a little while.

“I’m going to shower,” he said, backing away from me.

I knew that I was probably overreacting, but the way he looked at me felt like goodbye. I nodded then watched him walk into the bathroom and close the door after him. Needing coffee to clear the fuzz from my brain, I strode to the kitchen. The yellow bucket of Legos that I had given him for his birthday took me back to the first time we had made love in the cottage, and the beauty of all that I had felt.

I shook my head. I had to believe that everything was going to be okay, that it was better to have everything out in the open. Even I didn’t believe the lies. I knew that something had cracked between us and I wasn’t sure if it would ever be repaired.
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It had been forty-eight hours since Trinity had dropped the bombshell on me. I still felt numb by the reality, and despite Lexie wanting to bring me into her world by telling me everything, I couldn’t go there yet, if ever. I wanted to believe her, but it was tough to regain trust when someone had been lying to you with every word they had spoken from the moment you had met. 

In spite of that, I couldn’t shut down my feelings for her. Lies or not, Lexie had touched something inside of me that I had thought I didn’t have. She had made me feel like I belonged, as if someone could care about me without me doing anything but be myself. Sure it had been all bullshit, but I couldn’t flip the switch and not feel. No matter what had gone down I still gave a shit about her, and if I had known what loving a woman felt like, I might have called it that. But that didn’t mean I could forget all she had done because there was no way I could.

“I need to get the hell out of here, I’m going shack whacky,” I said when Lexie walked into the kitchen. She was dressed in a turquoise turtle neck sweater, the neckline framed her face. Her black leggings hugged her curvy hips perfectly and had me wanting to strip them off her. As usual her makeup was light. Her lips were glossy with barely pink lipstick. I wanted to take her mouth with mine in a kiss that would leave her begging for more. I almost laughed thinking how Lexie’s dark-haired, fresh-skinned look had replaced the fake tits and ass, bleached-blond bimbos that I had always gravitated toward. I would never again look at another woman and not compare her to the Lexie template. 

“We could go for a drive if you want,” she said.

 It wasn’t unheard of, for us to pile in the car, hit the highway for the day, and travel to the next town over. I would wear a ball cap and dark sunglasses to maintain a low profile for Lexie’s benefit, since she was so paranoid that someone would see us, me really. I understood her reservations, though I thought that it was a little bit of overkill since I wasn’t exactly on a terrorist list, or at least I hoped I wasn’t. 

So far, Sanford hadn’t made any headway on getting me off the hooks, but every time I had spoken to him he had been hopeful. All I could do was cling to his belief that he was going to work something out. The news about Dave and Gabriel had been more positive. Dave’s initial hearing wasn’t for another couple of months, so he was free on bail and was getting some much needed R and R with his family. Gabriel had been checked out of the hospital, and had been admitted to a rehab facility that specialized in the care he needed. In Sanford’s opinion there was a good chance that he would be back doing shows within the next year. I was sure Pa had a lot to do with the push to get Gab back on stage.

“Yeah, I’d like that,” I said, stretching my arms wide. 

Lexie took it as an invitation, and jumped into my embrace. She hooked her legs around my waist like a spider monkey, and caught my mouth in a kiss. I responded without hesitation. She always tasted good, and this time was no different. I clasped her hips, supporting her weight as she dipped a hand down the front of my jeans. I abruptly stopped kissing her and put her down.

“Let’s go for a drive, and later…” I raised my eyebrows at her suggestively. She broke into a belly laugh. I loved seeing her like that. 

“Fine,” she said, grabbing my hand in hers. 

We walked hand in hand to the car, but before Lexie could take her position behind the steering wheel, I grabbed her arm.

“I can drive, it will give you a break,” I said. 

She shrugged then scrambled to the passengers side of the car. We glided out of the driveway a few minutes later. As soon as we were on the road, all I could think was how good it felt to be away from the cottage, where both lies and love had grown side by side.


























36. LEXIE










The day was perfect, the sky unrelieved blue, the sun was warm through the windows of the car. I ran my hand up the length of Ransom’s arm then gazed at his perfect profile. It wasn’t an angle I was used to seeing, which made it all the more intriguing. We had driven for a few hours and had stopped to eat in a small café that had served fresh cut fries and homemade burgers. It was simple food, but Ransom had eaten it with relish. There was definitely something about men and their meat, and he wasn’t any different.

The drive had served to unravel all the knots that had formed in my muscles after Trinity’s visit two days prior. It felt good to laugh and talk like we had before, as if nothing awful had happened. I was beginning to feel that everything that had occurred had been divinely right and perfectly timed. Even if I hadn’t wanted to admit it, secrets had a way of growing like cancerous tumors inside you, making you feel diseased and sick. Trinity in her own way had excised the tumors and now Ransom and I had a chance at a new start. 

As far as I was concerned we could have driven forever, in fact I was looking forward to the possibility that we would stay in a hotel room and go back to the cottage the next day. 

I laid a hand on Ransom’s thigh, appreciating the feel of his corded muscles that pushed against his jeans. I closed my eyes, completely content. Before I knew it I had drifted off to sleep.

“Lexie.”

Ransom’s voice pulled me out of my dreams.

I cracked my lids. I was met with his startling brown eyes that held me entranced for a few seconds.

“We’re here,” he said.

“Really, that was fast,” I said, surprised. I was a touch disappointed that we hadn’t got the chance to stay in a hotel room after all.

The sun was just beginning to set, bathing Ransom in a golden light that had him looking absolutely angelic. I brought my hand to his cheek and pressed a kiss to his lips, he responded with passion that I hadn’t expected. He parted my lips with his tongue and I fell in step with his lead.

I grabbed handfuls of his silky hair that had grown longer in the time we had been at the cottage, appreciating the feel of it against my skin. His smell, cologne and soap encapsulated me and had me wanting to ignore that we were still in the car. Right then having sex just feet from the cottage seemed like a perfect option.

Ransom was the first to pull away. I groaned with displeasure. Now more than ever, after the amazing day we’d had together, I needed to possess him in every way possible. I wanted to feel him move inside me, and remember how easy it had once been between us. When he leaned back I saw that we weren’t anywhere near where I had expected. Something shrill and icy worked its way through me. I sucked in a halting breath.

“What’s going on?” I asked, staring at Ransom with absolute horror. 

His look of resignation said it all, but the words that came next confirmed it.

“I can’t even begin to describe how you’ve made me feel Lexie. I never thought that anyone could care about me the way you do, or at least the way I thought you did. And even when I realized that it had all been a plan to get to Gab, I couldn’t hate you.” 

He raked a hand through his hair viciously, as if it was taking everything in him not to hit something.

“Fuck Lexie, I’m pretty damn sure that I even love you…” His voice wavered for a second before he regained control. “And that’s why I’m doing this, that’s why I’m here, to show you that you mean everything to me, and that your happiness is all I care about…” 

One single tear trailed down his sculpted cheek. It meant more than if he had cried a river.

“No, oh my god, no, Ransom, don’t do this you can’t, you can’t.” 

The tears came quick and raw, and the sensation that everything in my life was suddenly spinning out of control made me grip the dashboard until my fingertips went white.

“Lexie, it has to be like this…you knew coming into this that it wouldn’t be forever.”

“No, I won’t let you do this…” I screamed.

“It’s already done…” he said. 

He moved out of the car, coming around to my side in a few long strides. He opened the door, and reached out his hand for me to take it.

“No, I’m not getting out, just sit your ass back in the car and let’s go, we can go. Please Ransom, let’s just go…” 

I clasped my hands together, praying for it all to be just a horrible nightmare. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping that when I opened them again everything would have disappeared. 

It didn’t. 

Instead I felt Ransom’s gentle tug on my sweater. He scooped me into his arms, and we were moving away from the safety of the car, away from our future together, away from nights and days making love…away…just away…

I kept my eyes closed, refusing to see, to accept that it was happening with or without my permission, it was all happening.

“Ransom, I’m begging you,” I murmured. 

My throat was raw with emotion and grief. But he didn’t stop, I wondered if he even could.

“I do love you Lexie, only you,” he whispered into my ear. I felt his large hand reach under my sweater. He placed his warm hand against the bare flesh of my stomach. The act sliced me into little pieces.

“No matter where I am Lexie,” he murmured, stretching his fingers wide. I wanted the ground to open beneath me and suck me into its depths, so I wouldn’t have to feel the emotions that were ripping me into a million pieces of sorrow.   

I finally relented and allowed my eyelids to flutter open. I gazed at him, the amazing man that had turned my life on its axis, who had made me feel that I was beautiful even if I didn’t believe it. Who had shown me that wounds could be healed. Mistakes could be forgotten and love was real…

“Well, well Ransom, it’s so great to see you again.”

 The voice that came from behind him was smooth as satin, but the malice was crystal clear.

“Pa,” Ransom said, then my whole world tilted.





























EPILOGUE










They say that it is better to have loved and lost than to have never loved at all, I disagree, because the unrelenting ache that eats at my every waking moment is worse than anything I could have ever felt if I had never met Ransom Sanders. But if I say that it would have been better not to have loved him at all, I would be lying too.

They also say, though I have no idea who they are, don’t wish for something that you’re not absolutely sure you really want, because you just might get it. No words more sage were ever spoken because I got the wish to meet Gabriel Sanders all right, and it will be something that will go down in my life as one of my worse days ever.

I still can’t believe that Ransom did it, brought me to the rehab facility to see Gabriel, knowing that there was no way he was going to leave other than in handcuffs. But I guess he knew that he couldn’t run forever, no matter how much I hate the consequences of his decision.

Now he’s in jail and all fingers point to him not getting out anytime soon, but I can’t allow myself to believe that. I won’t believe that. If I do, then I will have to admit that evil has won, and I won’t let that be the case. No matter what happens in the future, I plan to make it my lifelong goal to undo everything that I started. I will get Ransom out, one way or another we will be together again, that’s a promise.

Ransom says love is about sacrificing for the people you care about, I don’t agree, for me love is about never giving up, fighting for what matters and despite how horrible the odds, knowing there is always a chance for a better tomorrow.

Lexie











































This is dedicated to all the people who think they are imperfect, and can never be loved, and for those that have forgotten what it means to love unconditionally. Remember, and love will find you…
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