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Book Description:

Persevere.  

That's how I've gotten through nineteen years of life.  It's what I do every single day—no matter how badly the odds are stacked against me.

Persevere, and survive.

Those are my two guiding words.  I never knew either of my parents.  I have no family and no home.  The only person I could ever rely on was myself.  In this cruel world, that's about as much as I could ask for.

Love?  Hah.  Don't talk to me about love.  I stopped believing in it the day my first boyfriend ripped out my heart three years ago.

That's why love is the last thing on my mind when I leave a packed college bar with a captivating stranger.  Yet everything changes when I'm awakened in the middle of the night by a pounding at the door.  Suddenly, an arrangement meant for just one night threatens to become something much deeper.  

All expectations are thrown to the wind as I'm tangled in a dangerous world unlike anything I can believe.  The man I met has secrets swirling around him like a dark cape.  I'm about to become his biggest one...
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Chapter One

 

I’m pissed.  Seriously, I’m pissed.

I push my way to the bar at the end of the smoky room, not caring how many people I have to shoulder though to get there.  Cries of “Bitch!” and “Watch where you’re going!” trail after me.  I filter them out.

Right now, I have only one thing on my mind	: a drink.  A strong one.  After six months of abstinence, I’m long overdue.  And right now, I need something particularly potent to take my mind off the disaster of tonight.

I get to the bar, and place my hands wide on the sticky counter.  I feel like taking up space.  I know I should probably be grossed out by the semi-dry paste of liquor that clings to my fingers, but I’m way beyond caring about that now.  I make eye contact with the bartender and nod him over.  He’s busy serving somebody else.  He raises his hand in acknowledgement, letting me know he’ll attend to me soon.

But soon can’t come soon enough.  As I wait, irritation about everything that has happened tonight flaring within me, I find my eyes moving over his body.  I can’t help it.  Even though he’s facing away from me now, I can make out the outline of his strong shoulders and lean, cut arms from beneath a black V-neck tee shirt.  He’s not bad looking, with close-cropped dark hair and a jeweled stud in one ear.  When he finally turns away from his customers and walks over to me, the features of his face become clearer in the dark.  He’s clean-shaven, with a strong, square jaw and hard, black eyes that seem to pierce the hazy air.  He flashes an easy smile, revealing perfectly-white-but-slightly-crooked teeth.  Despite my mood, I can’t help but give a little sigh.  I’m a sucker for those types of imperfections.

“And what can I get you, pretty lady?” he asks.

His southern accent catches me off-guard.  It’s completely out of place in the small-time Oregon college bar.  It’s not at all what I would expect from someone who looks like him.  I recover quickly, and spit out the first drink that comes to mind.  “A Dry Manhattan.  On the rocks.”

“A Dry Manhattan,” he repeats with a smirk.  “On the rocks.  That’s a pretty strong drink for a lady your size.”

I roll my eyes.  Strike one, I think, you’re out.  “I’m tougher than I look.”  He perks a curious eyebrow at me in a way that is probably meant to be flirtatious.  If he hadn’t made the comment, I might have even smiled back.  But I don’t.  I’m in no mood for small talk.  Not now.  

The bartender catches my ill humor, shrugs, and reaches over to right a clean mixing glass from his side of the bar.  Bending down, he scoops a handle of ice into it, then sets the half-filled glass on the counter in front of me.

“You have your ID on you?”

“My ID?”  I repeat, incredulous.  This is the last thing I need right now.  “You’re not serious.”

“Serious as can be.  You see the sign.”  He points to the side, where the words, “NO WRISTBAND – NO DRINKING!” are scrawled in thick black Sharpie on a bright yellow sheet of paper.  He makes a point of looking down at my wrists.  Both are empty.

“I’ll just pretend you let yours slip off that delicate little arm of yours,” he continues, “not that you couldn’t get one when you came in.  But I’ll still need to see your ID before I can serve you.”

I narrow my lips in displeasure.  The wristband rule is a vestige from the time this bar was still sponsored by the college administration.  Anybody was allowed in, but only those students of drinking age would get their wristbands at the door.  I always thought the rule was ridiculous.  It is super easy to swap with someone, or have a friend buy you drinks.  Never before have I heard of the student bartenders caring enough to check IDs.  

To prove my point, I look behind me.  The space in front of the bar has transformed into an impromptu dance floor, with some indie DJ pumping out his personal remixes of top 40 tunes from the corner.  There are drunk coeds and frat boys everywhere.  There must be at least five girls within ten paces of me who are obviously underage and sloshed out of their minds.

“Well?”  He picks up the glass he set down in front of me and hovers it over the sink.  “You have it, or not?”  He tilts the glass ever-so-slightly, threatening to dump the ice cubes down the drain.

“Uh, yeah, hold on,” I say, trying to buy time.  As I fumble through my purse for my wallet, I know it’s never going to fly.  I haven’t used my fake ID once since moving from California, mostly because it wasn’t very good.  

I start to regret my decision to shut out the bartender’s attempt at small talk.  Maybe if I’d been friendlier at the start, he would have been willing to overlook the wristband issue.  But I hadn’t been in the right frame of mind to think that far ahead.  Now, he probably thinks of me as some cold bitch.  This is just his way of getting back at me.  While I would love nothing more than to pull out a real ID and show him up, I know that that isn’t going to happen.  

But, what the hell?  I might as well try the fake.  If he calls me out on it, I’ll just leave—even if I have nowhere to go after what happened earlier tonight.

Just as I’m about to hand him the fake, I find two arms placed on either side of me, and feel a hard torso pressing up against my back.  An unfamiliar voice speaks over my head.  “Rod.  You harassing my girl?”

“She’s with you?”  The bartender sounds surprised.  “I didn’t see the two of you together.”

“You’re questioning me?”  The stranger’s voice sounds amused, but also… menacing.

Rod shakes his head quickly.  “No, man, I believe you.”

“Good.  Then whatever you’re making for her, make one for me, too.  You can put it on my tab.”

“Sure, bro!  No problem.”  The bartender picks up a second glass and fills it with ice, then gets a bottle of dry vermouth to start on the drinks.  

I can’t believe that worked.  I don’t know who the person speaking above me is, but something about his calm, collected voice just oozes sex appeal.  I sneak a glance to my left, and notice a small tribal tattoo decorating the inside of his forearm.  Okay, now I’m intrigued—if still trying to suppress the annoyance boiling in me from earlier tonight.  

“Look,” I begin, turning to address the stranger, “I appreciate the gesture, but I don’t particularly like being called ‘my girl’.  Especially by someone I don’t even know…”  The words die on my tongue as I get my first look at the man who still has his body so close to mine.  

He’s tall.  Much taller than I expected.  At least a good foot taller than I am, and I’m not exactly tiny at five-foot-five.  I have to tilt my head back to look at his face.

Stunning grey-blue eyes greet me.  They regard me calmly from beneath a mane of dark reddish, unruly hair.  His cheeks are hard and angular, his nose in perfect proportion to the rest of his face.  His broad shoulders project power and confidence.  “Handsome” would probably be the way most girls describe him.  Maybe even “dreamy.”  But I’m not most girls.

“Hello there,” he says.  I’m struck again by the raw male edge that his voice carries.  The effect is somehow augmented now that I have a face to match the voice to.  “I think this is the time I’d ask if I can get you a drink,” he comments.  “But it looks like we’ve already got that covered.”  A knowing smile plays on his lips.

“Yes, I think we do,” I say flatly, trying to cross my arms to better relay my mood—and to create a little bit of space between us.  He doesn’t budge.  Instead, he nods, cocks his head to the side, and continues smiling at me. 

 “Is something funny?”  I ask.

“No,” he replies.  His eyes still haven’t moved away from my face.  He’s either extremely confident, or extremely drunk.  But, I can’t smell any liquor on his breath.  His unwavering stare is a sure sign of sobriety.  Confident it is, then.  

“I’m Richard.”

To prove I’m not intimidated by him, I match his eye contact one-to-one.  “…And?”

“Annnnd,” he drags out the word, “It’s nice to meet me?  I think this is the part where you tell me your name.”

“Why would I do that?”

He chuckles, and finally takes a small step back.  His body isn’t pressing against mine anymore.  I find myself feeling an odd sense of loss at the change.  “Because, that’s what we do in polite society, woman!  It’s what separates us from the animal kingdom… and people from Jersey.”

“I’m from Jersey,” I lie, just to see how he’ll keep up.

“Then you’ve just proved my point.”  He winks.  “But, I don’t think you’re beyond hope.  We can get some culture in you, I can feel it.”

“Is that so?”

“Definitely.  In you, I sense… potential.”

“Potential?”  I repeat drily.  “What are you, a fortune teller?”

Richard laughs, and I’m amazed at the way the sound carries over the din of the bar.  His laughter cuts through the air, full and hearty, and very attractive.  “Woman, if you’re this defiant with every guy who comes to say hi, it’s no wonder you’re all alone right now.”  He leans in, bringing his lips close to my ear.  “Don’t worry though,” he whispers in a way that makes shivers run down my spine.  “I can handle it.”

“Two dry Manhattans, on the rocks,” Rod announces from behind us, breaking the tension of the moment. 

Rich pulls his head away and takes an appraising look at me.  “That’s your poison?”

I hide a little smile.  “What?  A girl isn’t allowed to drink?”

“No, no, I’m impressed.  I was just expecting something more delicate out of you.”

“Oh?”  I murmur.  “I think I can be full of surprises.”  I bring the drink to my lips to take a sip.  Richard catches my hand before it gets there.

“The least you owe me so far, anonymous girl,” he says, “is a toast before the first drink.”

“A toast?” I ask.  “To what?”

He smiles.  “To people from Jersey.”

I consider it for a moment… and find myself grinning back.  “To people from Jersey,” I agree, clinking glasses with him before having my first drink in months.

 

***

 

Earlier That Night...

 

The cabbie pulls up in front of my destination.  I hand him my last twenty dollar bill.

“Keep the change,” I say without thinking.  Then, I cringe at how much of a scrooge I must look.  The final fare shows $19.34.  My measly tip probably offends him more than anything.

He grunts as he takes my money.  I’m tempted to throw a few extra ones in there, but decide against it.  I’m strapped for cash.  With the twenty gone, all I have in my wallet is a single five, those few ones, and a credit card maxed to its pathetic five-hundred-dollar limit.

The entirety of my last paycheck went to my roommate to cover rent.

I climb out and look at the building in front of me.  Barren, the only night-time venue open on campus on a Wednesday, is looking anything but.  The doors are gated off by a red velvet rope, and a long line of people stretches out along the sidewalk, waiting to get in.  Lively sounds filter out from the entrance.  I can hear people’s laughter over the music playing inside. 

I take a deep breath before I pull out my phone.  This is not where I want to be right now.  Not after completing eight grueling hours of class, split only by two hours of lunchtime waitressing at a small diner across town.  But, my roommate Abby texted me to meet her here tonight, telling me that it was important.  

I find her number in my contacts and send her a text, letting her know that I’m outside.  She replies half a minute later.

B riiiight theeerrrre!

I hope to God she’s sober, but I’m not holding my breath.  Abby only elongates her texts like that when she’s blackout drunk.

I see her pop out from the front doors, holding onto the shoulders of some guy I don’t know.  She stumbles a little as she looks around, searching for me.  Oh yeah, she’s plastered already.

I give a wave as I come over, forcing myself to smile despite my complete lack of enthusiasm for being here tonight.  “Abby!”

“Oh my God, there you aaaarrrreee!”  Abby tries to take a step forward, but her heel catches something on the ground.  She almost falls before the guy she’s with catches her and holds her up.  She collapses into a fit of giggles against him, sweeping her long blonde hair away from her face.

“Yeah.  Here I am,” I say.  I feel distinctly underdressed in my schoolmarm sweater and old, tattered jeans.  But that was the only clothing I had left this morning after putting off laundry for two weeks.

Still, it’s not like I came here to impress anybody.  My plan is to talk to my roommate, get back home, and collapse into bed for a glorious, uninterrupted six hours of sleep. 

Abby grabs my hand and pulls me forward.  I duck under the velvet rope.  The bouncer gives us a hard look, but when Abby screams “She’s my friend!” he backs off and lets us in.

“So, what’s so important you needed to talk to me tonight?” I ask once we’re seated at a table.  “And don’t you have class tomorrow?  How much have you had to drink?”

Abby explodes into uncontrollable laughter.  “Come on!  As if I need to worry about class!  Look at me!  I’m hot!”  She bats her eyes and flips her hair, then adjusts her skimpy halter top to expose even more of her cleavage.  If this were any other night, I might even feel a little bit jealous.  Abby is definitely more gifted than I am in the boob department.

The guy she’s with is still hovering near us.  He hasn’t said a word, and Abby hasn’t introduced me, either.  

“Abby,” I start, “you know I’m exhausted.  Couldn’t this have waited until tomorrow?”

“Oh, no, no, no…” Abby protests.  She looks around, and seems startled to find her guy still there.  She reaches over and pulls him in.  “Leave us alone, will you?” she screeches into his ear.  “I need to talk to my roommate!”

The guy shrugs, puts his hands in his pockets, and walks away.  I start to get a bad feeling about what Abby has to say.  I sigh.  “Just tell me whatever you want and let me go back to our apartment so I can pass out,” I say stoically.

“Well, Penn, that’s the thing.”  Abby puts her elbows on the table, and leans toward me in a way that she must think makes her look more serious.  Great.  A serious drunk.  That’s just what I need right now.  “We… kind of have a problem with our apartment.”

“A problem?  What do you mean?”

“Remember last week when you gave me cash for rent?”

“Of course.  But what does that have to do with—oh, no.  Abby, tell me you didn’t…”  

The guilt that flashes on my roommate’s face seems so genuine that I almost believe it… until I remember all the times this same thing has happened before.  “You did, didn’t you?  You spent our rent on something else.”

“Oops,” she says meekly.

“Abby, we were two months behind already!  The landlord is going to evict us if he doesn’t get that payment!”

She shrugs, seeming completely oblivious to the implication.  “Money’s just money.  Rent is rent.  This…” she gestures around the crowded bar, “this is fun.”

“You’re drunk,” I spit, getting up.  My disgust with her grows stronger by the second.  I can’t believe she threw away our rent money.  Again!  I need to get away from this crowded place, somewhere to clear my head.  “Talk to me when you’re sober.  I’m not going to waste my breath when you won’t remember a thing I said in the morning.”

“Oh.”  Abby’s voice becomes small again.  “You’re mad, aren’t you?”

“No shit, I’m mad!”  I push off from the table and spin away.  Abby catches my arm.

“Wait, wait, Penn!  I’m sorry.  Really, I am.  We can figure this out,” she pleads.

“How?” I ask, defeated.  I let her pull me back down.  “At least tell me you didn’t spend the money on something stupid like booze.”

She frowns at me like I’m a little girl.  “No.  I’m not sixteen anymore.  I got something better.”  She reaches into her purse and pulls out a little Ziploc bag.  It’s full of colorful pills.  She slides it across the table to me.

I catch it with a grimace and count the pills inside.  There are eleven of them.  “Drugs,” I say flatly.  “You spent our rent money—my rent money—on drugs.”

“Not just any drugs,” Abby says.  “That’s MDMA.”

I can almost cry.  “Why, Abby?”

“Why?  Why do you always have to be such a sourpuss, Penn?  Don’t you ever want to party?”

I ignore the jab.  “How many of these did you have tonight, Abby?”

“Oh, maybe two or three.”

“Two or three,” I repeat.  My disbelief grows stronger by the second.  “Mixed with how much alcohol?”

“I’ve only had five shots tonight,” Abby defends.  “Thank you, mother.”

Five shots and it’s not even a quarter to ten.  I shake my head at the absurdity of the situation.  

“Here.”  I fling the bag back at her.  “I hope it was worth it.  Because if we get evicted over this—”

“Oh, did I mention?”  Abby giggles.  “When I tried to go home before coming here, the funniest thing happened.”

A sinking feeling forms in my stomach.  “What?”

“The key didn’t work.”

My mouth drops open.  “What?”

“I don’t know, Penn!  I used it like a regular key.  I went to our door.  And it just… didn’t work.”  

“Oh my God.”  I sink down against the back of my chair.  “You don’t get it, do you?  That’s it.  We’ve been evicted.  They’ve changed the locks.”  Now, I definitely feel like crying.  “Abby, what the hell were you thinking?”

“Come on Penn, it’s not that bad.”

“Not that bad?” I spit at her.  “I have nowhere to go!  Where am I going to sleep tonight?”

She shrugs.  “Don’t worry about it.  You’re smart.  You can figure it out.”  Without warning she grins.  “You seem tense.  You know what can help loosen you up?  Really take the edge off?”  She starts to reach for the plastic bag that she’d stuffed into her purse.  I cut her off.

“Don’t you dare,” I warn her.   

Abby makes a face at me.  “Come on, have some fun.  We’re in college, for crying out loud!”

“No, I’m in college,” I say, “or, at least, I’m trying to be.  You’re just floating around, hopping in and out of whatever night class piques your interest.  We were supposed to get away from shit like this when we moved from California!”

“That’s not very fair,” she pouts.

“Fair?” I repeat, exasperated.  “You want to talk to me about fair?  How is it fair that the roommate I trusted with my rent money ends up spending it on MDMA and booze?  How is it fair that I have nowhere to sleep tonight because of your stupidity?”

Abby exhales.  “Penn, you can be such a downer sometimes.”

“No, it’s called facing reality, Abby!  It’s called living in the real world, with real consequences.  You think this problem will just go away with a few pills and a drink?”  I snort at her in contempt.  “And what happens tomorrow, pray tell?  What happens when you wake up hung over next to some guy you don’t even know, and he tells you to get the hell out of his apartment?  Huh?  Tell me that, Abby.  Tell me where you’re going to go.”  I’m livid now, but I can’t help it.  “Look me in the eye and tell me that you truly believe that guy you had buzzing around you earlier looks like the type who’ll take care of you in the morning.  Because I seriously doubt it.”

Abby’s face breaks during my tirade.  Her eyes glisten with tears.  “You don’t have to be so mean,” she whimpers.

I shake my head in disgust.  I don’t care if I’m being harsh.  She needs to hear the truth.  “I’m leaving, Abby.  I hope to God you figure something out, because there’s no one left to bail you out of this mess.”  Or me, I think sourly.

“Wait, wait!  Hold on!  I have an idea!” Abby says, latching onto my wrist as I get up to leave.  “You know our landlord, right?  He’s cute, isn’t he?  I’ve always thought he had a thing for you.”

I rip my arm out of her grip.  “You’d have me resort to prostitution?”

“A… mutually beneficial agreement!” she defends.

“He’s at least fifty!” I sputter.

“Older men are more experienced.”

I shake my head at her.  “Screw you, Abby.  Seriously, screw you.”


Chapter Two

 

The bad feelings are quickly flowing away as I take a sip of my Manhattan.  I laugh at another one of Richard’s jokes.  

“You’re cute when you do that.”

“Do what?” I ask.

“The way you wrinkle your nose when you laugh.  It makes you look kind of adorable.”

“Adorable?” I repeat, my amusement growing.

“Sure.  It’s an endearing look.”  

I’m leaning back against the wall.  Richards’s arms are on either side of me.  We’ve moved away from the crowded bar to a quieter spot.  I can feel the heat of his body near mine.  I’ve taken off the stifling sweater and am just wearing the black tank top I had underneath.  My shoulders are bare.  

“So, anonymous girl, are you really from Jersey?” Richard asks.

I cock my head to the side and grin.  “What do you think?”

“I think not.  But I also think you’re trying to be too obtuse for your own good.  As it stands, I still don’t know your name, and we’ve been flirting for at least fifteen minutes.”

“Flirting?  Is that what you call this?”

“Of course.  Don’t you agree?”

“Maybe.”  I bring the glass to my lips to hide my smile.  “But you caught me in a pretty bad mood at first.”

“Rough night?”

I shake my head.  “Don’t even get me started.”

“Let me guess.  Best friend issues?”

“Close,” I reply, surprised.  “Roommate issues.”

“Ah.  Those are the worst.  You live together, so it’s not like you can just get away.”

“I don’t even know about that anymore,” I mutter.

“Well, there is one way to make things better.”

“Oh?”  I glance up at him, and realize he’s looking deep into my eyes again.  “And what’s that?”

“Well… maybe you can find somewhere else to go.”  His voice becomes husky, suggestive.  “Somewhere… where you’ll be far away from all your problems.”  His fingers start making small circles along my shoulder, down my arm.  It feels good.  I shudder, closing my eyes as he leans in to whisper in my ear.  “Somewhere where nobody knows where you are.  Somewhere where it’s just you, and me.”

My eyes snap open.  “No,” I say, pushing away from the wall, and widening the distance between us.  “I’m not a one-night-stand type of girl.”

He looks at me, completely unfazed.  “Hold on there, little lady.  Nobody said anything about me sleeping with you.  You’ve got to wine and dine me first,” he jokes.  “Impress me a little.”  An ingratiating smile spreads across his lips.  “I’m not that easy.”

I chuckle, and take an extra second to look him over.  I have to admit, Richard does look tempting.  Damn sexy, even.  I consider my options.  

On one hand, I have a hot guy who’s interested in me, inviting me back to his place.  I don’t know him very well, but I like how I feel around him.  

On the other hand, I have an apartment key that no longer works, thanks to a roommate who got us more-or-less evicted.  If it wasn’t for Richard, I’d probably still be brooding over tonight’s disastrous revelation, trying to waste what little money I had left on alcohol at the bar if my ID worked.

Instead, here I am, forgetting my bad emotions and losing myself in an enjoyable interaction with an attractive guy.  Did I really want things to end so soon?  My only other choice is to go to the twenty-four-hour library and pretend to fall asleep while studying.  I will not sleep at the bus stop again. 

“You know what?” I say, taking the final sip from my Manhattan before setting it down on the floor.  “You’re right.  Let’s get out of here.  But only on one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re the one who’s got to wine and dine me.”

Richard laughs, and looks down at my drink.  “I think I’ve got the first part covered.”  

 

***

 

“Penelope,” Richard says.  “Penelope, Penelope, Penelope.  Hmm.  That’s totally not what I expected.”

We are sitting across from each other at an all-night diner not far from Barren.  I glance up and smile at the waitress as she brings me my water.  “You sound disappointed.”

“Disappointed?  No.  I was just expecting something more… exotic.  You look like an Annalise.  Or a Laurisse.  Or maybe a Clarisse.”  He waggles a finger at me.  “Definitely an ‘–isse’.”

“Just Penelope,” I shrug.

“It’s a mouthful, too,” Richard continues.  “That won’t do.  I’m going to call you Penny.”

“Fine.  But I’m going to call you Rich.”

“All my friends already do.”  He reaches across the table and takes my hand.  The motion is so smooth, so effortless, that I barely notice as he does it.  “You know, Penny, there are three things I like about you.”

“Is that right?” I smile.

“Yes.  Do you want me to tell you what they are?”

I brush aside a strand of wavy hair that had fallen across my eyes.  “If I say ‘no,’ would you listen?”

Rich smirks.  “You’ve got me there.  But I know you won’t decline.  I can see you’re curious.”

“Fine.”  I scoot my seat toward the table to bring myself closer to him.  “Tell me.”

Rich takes my hand in his and flips it over, so he’s looking at it palm-up.  He squeezes my index finger.  “The first thing I like about you, Penny, is that you’ve got an energy about you.  A spunkiness.”  He gestures at the other patrons in the diner.  “Take a look around.  There’s lots of girls in here.  Some of whom were at Barren with us.  Very few of them have that same type of spark.”

“Is that so?” I ask, pleased at the compliment.

“Yes.  The second thing I like about you,” he continues, pressing my middle finger between two of his, “is the way you hold yourself.  You’re feisty.  You’ve got fire in you.  You didn’t swoon all over me when I met you in the bar.”  

I lower my head and give him a level look.  “Is that what you expected to happen?”  

Rich surprises me by sitting up and laughing.  “It happens more often than you might think.”  He offers an impish grin.  “But then again, you don’t know who I am, do you?”  

“You’re Richard, also known as Rich,” I say.  “Simple as that.”

He laughs out loud again.  “What a relief!”

I narrow my eyes at him.  “Why?  Am I supposed to know you?”  Suddenly I remember the way the bartender instantly gave him respect, and the possessive way Richard came onto me… just like he owned the place.  There’d been no hesitation in his game at all.  

“No,” he says, eyes dancing.  “No, you’re not.”  He looks down to swirl his drink with the straw.  His eyes flash up to meet mine again.  I’m startled by the hunger I find in them. 

“Who are you, Richard?” I ask.  “Some type of womanizer?”

“I’ve been called worse,” he smirks.

“Then you can take it as a compliment.”

He smiles at me again.  I find myself staring at his lips, wondering what they would taste like.  He has very kissable lips.

“You’re attracted to me,” he declares without warning. 

“What?” I say, momentarily caught off-guard by the statement.

“You keep doing that thing with your hair… flipping it back.  And you’re looking at my mouth as if you want to kiss me.”

“I am not!” I defend, feeling a flush of heat enter my cheeks.

Richard chuckles.  “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” he says.  “Sometimes it pays off to look for the little details.  That way, we don’t have to waste time.”

“Waste time?” I ask.

“I study psychology,” Rich explains.  “I love learning about people.  Body language…  It communicates so much.  People think that words are what make the difference in an interaction, but that’s not true.  It’s the subtleties, the small gestures, that can reveal so much about how a person feels at any moment.”

“So what you’re saying is…?”

“What I’m saying,” Rich smiles, “is that your reaction to my statement gives me all the confirmation I need.”  He leans back triumphantly.  “No matter what you might say, I know you’re already attracted to me.”

I scoff at his arrogance and try my best to appear indifferent.  But he’d read me like a book.  A few minutes later, the waitress brings us our food.  Before I can take a bite, Richard sweeps up my hand in his and stands up.

“Let’s go,” he says, fire burning in his eyes.

“Where?”

“My apartment.”

I don’t have time to protest as he pulls me away from our table.  As soon as we’re outside, he spins me around and presses me against the glass wall.  I only have the briefest sliver of a warning before his mouth dips down to cover mine.  I kiss him back immediately.  My hands tangle in his hair, my mouth opens to let him in, and I feel a staggering warmth grow between my legs.

Richard’s hands trail down my bare arms, from my shoulders to my wrists, and he locks his fingers with mine in a tight grip.  He’s so tall I have to stand on my toes just to reach him.  It makes me feel like I’m on the verge of falling backwards, and somehow it makes kissing him all the more thrilling.  The faint taste of liquor on his tongue blends with his potent masculinity.  Strength and power seep into me through his kiss.  I can feel him taking control.  

My resistance wanes as his tongue continues to explore my mouth.  I want more of him.  More of his taste, more of his smell.  More of his body.  I react the only way I know how—by drawing him closer to me.  My heartbeat doubles, and the warmth becomes even more pronounced as I kiss him back hard.

When I resurface on unsteady feet, I nudge him back a little.  “Rich, wait,” I say.  I feel dizzy, light-headed, and even a little bit crazy, making out like this with a guy I barely know in the middle of the street.  “You didn’t tell me the third thing you liked about me.”

“Oh, that?”  He winks.  “That, you get to find out later.”

 

***

 

I’d imagine most girls would get the feeling they’re about to do something incredibly stupid when confronted with the sight of a dark, unfamiliar apartment building towering in front of them in the night, about to be pulled inside by a man they’d only known for a few hours.

Like I said before, I’m not like most girls.  Being with Rich doesn’t elicit that feeling.  

“Come on.”  He tugs my hand, pulling me from the cab straight into the lobby.  It’s empty, and as soon as we’re through his mouth and hands are all over me again, just like they had been during the quick ride here.  His kisses are sharp, tactful, and teasing all at once.  They tempt me with the promise of what is going to happen when we finally reach his room.  

There’s so much lust barreling through me that I’m amazed to be still standing.  There’s barely a coherent thought left in my brain.

I cling to Rich’s shoulders, pulling myself into him as his mouth presses down on mine.  I’m  aflame with anticipation of what will come next.  My body feels heady but weak.  It’s a thrilling combination that accentuates just how turned on I am.  My heart is pounding, thundering in my chest.  Each throb sends wild lashes of desire though my limbs.

I take immense pleasure in the expert way Rich’s hands trail over my body.  I delight in the way our mouths connect in aroused, volatile harmony.  I love the feeling of his tight muscles beneath his clothes.  I love the musky scent that trails from him every time I take a breath.

Together, we stumble toward the elevator.  Rich breaks away for a second to hit the button.  The light doesn’t come on.  

“Damn,” he growls, “it’s busted again.”

I’m one step ahead of him.  I’d spotted the stairs when we entered.  I grab his hand and pull him after me with no hesitation.  I start up the cement stairwell, determined to get to his room as fast as possible.

“Penny, wait.”

I look back, confused.  “What?”

A devilish smile plays on his lips.  “Only this.”  Without warning his hands wrap around my waist, and I’m being lifted up as easily as if I were a doll.  He turns to the side and presses my body against the wall, suspending me between him and the concrete. 

His mouth crashes down on mine again.  I curl my legs around his torso, locking my ankles together, and kiss him back with the passion reserved for a lover after ten long years apart.  I didn’t think it was possible, but I’m getting even more turned on.  Rich’s hands move down to grasp the outside of my thighs, and I moan into his kiss as the muscles of my core clench in sinful fashion.  I want him so badly.  If we don’t get somewhere private soon, I won’t be wholly opposed to jumping him in public. 

I gasp as he steps away, freeing me from the wall.  I start to fall, but one of his hands darts down to catch me just beneath the knees.  The other one cradles my shoulders.  Before I know it, I’m slung across his arms like a bride on her wedding night.

“I’ve always wanted to carry a girl up these stairs,” Rich admits.

I laugh, and wrap my arm around his neck.  “Oh, you are just the best type of romantic.”

Four flights of stairs later, Rich pushes open the fire door to a dimly-lit hallway.  He carries me down the hall and stops in front of an entrance on the right.  He sets me down, then fishes around in his jeans for the key.  When the door creaks open, he sweeps a hand out in front of him.  “Welcome to my humble abode.”

I walk in, curious about his apartment.  I tend to side with the camp of people who believe that a person’s living arrangements can reveal a lot about his personality.  But, I don’t find much to work with here.

The apartment is sparse and dark.  Pale moonlight filters in through the balcony window, shining down on the only piece of furniture present: a queen size mattress lying  on the floor of the living room.  The red brick walls are totally empty—no girly posters or other things I might expect in a bachelor’s apartment.  There are no lamps, no chairs, no couches.  

After a moment, I notice a second piece of furniture: a small, old-school CRT TV camped in one corner of the studio apartment.

Rich switches on the light.  “So?” he asks, “what do you think?”

I walk past the entrance.  There’s one hall leading away from the room.  It is filled with brown cardboard boxes.  Lots and lots of boxes.  “Did you just move in or something?”

Rich laughs behind me.  “Yeah, something like that.  You want a drink?”

“A drink?” I say. “No, I—”

The words catch in my throat as he grabs my hips and spins me around.  I had no idea he’d come so close.  He’d moved from the door to me without making a sound.  His fingers lock together against my lower back, and he tugs me into him, pressing my belly to his waist.  I feel his growing erection right away, and a diabolical excitement builds inside me.  

Nothing happens.  

For a long moment, Richard just holds me like that, staring into my eyes as I’m left dangling off his arms.  His irises are the color of sea mist.  I’m myself hypnotized by the deep intensity I see brewing just beneath the surface.  I have no doubt that type of intensity is mirrored in my eyes. 

Then, moving slowly, as if restraining himself, Richard lowers his mouth to cover mine.  This time, his kiss is sweet and gentle.  Subtle and caring.  He explores my upper lip first, then traces the line going to the corner of my mouth.  His lips form a perfect mold over mine.  

I was wrong before.  This is the kiss reserved for a lover you haven’t seen in ten years.  

When Rich pulls back, he keeps my lower lip between his teeth, stretching it before letting it snap into place.  

I suck in an unsteady breath.    

“No drink,” he agrees numbly.  “I can’t wait any longer.”  His voice becomes hoarse, raw.  “Do you know how much I want you right now, Penelope?”

I squeal as he picks me up and spins me once, twice, then carries me to the mattress.  I cling to his shoulders and shift my weight so that we collapse onto the bed together.  He rolls over the covers with me.  I laugh as he pecks sharp kisses on my neck, my collarbone, my shoulder.  Finally he settles above me, pinning me down against the plush satin.  

I look up at him.  He returns my gaze.  His breaths are deep and heavy.  He’s staring at me in that mysterious way again, like a connoisseur of the arts considering some new insight he’s gained from a painting.  The moment is strangely sobering, and almost too intimate.  It frightens me.

“What are you thinking?” I ask, trying to shrug off my discomfort.

“I’m thinking,” he says, sweeping a strand of hair out of my eyes and running the back of his fingers along my jaw, “how damn beautiful you look right now.”  

The sincerity of his words catches me by surprise.  I can’t look away.  He smiles, and I’m astonished by the candor I see in his face.  

“Imagine,” he says, tracing teasing lines over my skin, “how much worse this night would have been if you didn’t let me buy you that drink.”

I can’t take the anticipation anymore.  My hands fly to his neck, and lust flares in his eyes as I tug him down.  I force him to kiss me.  As he does, his fingers creep under the hem of my tank top, lifting it up to expose my bare stomach.  I break away from his kiss and straighten my arms as he slips the shirt over my head.  I’m left  in my lacy, scarlet-red bra.  I give a silent prayer of thanks to the laundry gods for leaving me with decent lingerie today.  

His mouth returns to mine.  It lingers for a second, then his lips start to descend on my neck.  Each of his kisses leaves my skin burning.  I arch into him as he trails his mouth down the midline of my body.  He runs kisses over my breasts, then continues moving his head down toward my navel.

Just before he reaches it, he lifts his head and gazes at me.

“Wow,” he murmurs.  “Your skin is so smooth, Penny.  So delicate.  I could spend all night just kissing it.”

That can’t possibly be enough for me.  “Please, don’t,” I whimper.  

He chuckles softly.  “Don’t worry.  I know what you want me to do.”  His tongue dances along the rim of my belly button.  Rich is still fully clothed, and I’m already so turned on I could probably orgasm from a single touch.  “But I do intend to take my time with you tonight.”

He straightens over me, and lifts his shirt over his head in one smooth motion.  The sight of his body leaves me breathless.  

It is everything I expected, and more.  His torso is lean and hard, and those wide shoulders taper into a narrow waist complete with perfectly defined abs.  There’s a light grazing of hair down the middle.  

I’d never seen anyone with such a spectacular body in real life before.  Twin tribal tattoos decorate his forearms, and as he breathes, his abdominals constrict and relax in a lilting motion that leaves me mesmerized.  Then I notice a long, pale scar running from the outside of his shoulder all the way across his chest.  He speaks before I get a chance to ask about it.

“Do you want the lights on, or off?”

I stumble for a reply.  I’ve never been self-conscious about my body before, but his is completely unparalleled.  “What do you prefer?”

“I,” he says as he leans over me once more, “want to make love to you by moonlight.”

My heart falters for a beat, and I don’t have time to formulate an answer as his mouth envelops mine.  I feel him reaching for something at the side of the bed.  Then the light above us starts to dim.  I open my eyes in time to see a small white remote in his hand.

“A remote-controlled light?” I muse.  “Nice.”

“It makes things more convenient this way.”  The light turns off completely, shrouding us in darkness.  It takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust.  With the open window, the silver rays of the moon illumine the room just enough to see.  

Rich’s body seems to glow with an ethereal aura.  The shadows from outside play over his skin in a way that makes him look all the more stunning.  I can see the glimmer in his eyes as they move along my body, soaking me up, drinking me in.  That gaze alone is enough to give me shivers.

I reach up to place my hands on his torso, sucking in a breath as I feel his muscles tighten under my touch.  I lose myself in the feminine pleasure of gliding my hands over his body.  It’s so damn masculine, so decadently sexy, that I don’t even notice as Rich moves  his hands to my chest.  He tugs one side of my bra down.  Cool air rushes over my nipple, and I give a little gasp.  His mouth covers the sensitive spot immediately, his tongue sending little jolts of pleasure through my body.  He pulls the other cup off, and I moan as he kisses my skin.

Rich lifts his head up for a moment.  “Those sounds you make…”  his voice is hoarse and raspy, “…they’re driving  me absolutely insane.”  

His mouth latches onto mine, and his tongue darts in with unrestrained abandon.  I can feel my breasts swelling in his hands, my nipples constricting into tight little buds as his fingers send rippling pulses of pleasure through my body.  All my neurons are firing full blast.  I’m wet and crazy with desire.  I can feel Rich’s hard erection against my leg.  My hands move down to reach him.

As soon as I touch his manhood, his hands dart to my pants.  I wiggle my hips to help him pull me free.  I start to stroke him through the fabric of his jeans.  He groans and kisses me harder.  Then he bucks his hips into my hand.  I try to tug his jeans off, but there’s an impediment.  His belt.

“Hold on,” he mumbles, sitting up on top of me.  I lift my head and open my eyes to find him working on his own jeans.  I push away his hands and undo the button myself.  

To my complete surprise and immense pleasure, he’s commando.  His cock bursts free of his pants, slapping hard against the rigid muscles of his lower abs.  I suck in an awed breath as I look at it, thick and coursing with blood.  He’s so big.

Richard shifts to free one leg from his jeans, then the other, and settles back down on top of my thighs.  My hands are greedy as they move along the inside of his quads, brushing over lightly-trimmed hair before coming to rest on his shaft.  He makes a heavy, primal sound as my fingers curl around him.  My core tightens with the most excruciating  need.   

 “Penny,” he rasps, his voice strained with pressure, “you’re not on birth control, are you?”

Shit.  I am.  But I don’t know Rich well enough for unprotected sex.  So, I bite my lip and shake my head. 

“That’s a shame,” he rumbles.  “I hate wearing rubbers.”  

In a smooth motion he reaches over my head, behind the mattress, and brings out a box of condoms.  I’m a little annoyed at how practiced the movement seems.  Then again, it’s not like I have dibs on Rich.  I just hope that there hasn’t been anyone else in his bed too recently.

Those thoughts are quickly forgotten as he rips the wrapper open and presses the condom into my hands.  “Will you?”

I smile greedily and roll the condom over his straining length.  He watches me as I do it, smiling in that secretive way again.  It makes me a little discomforted, the type of intimacy I see in his eyes.  This night is supposed to be about sex, and nothing more.

 “What?” I ask, conscious of his heated gaze on my face.

“You’re just so fucking beautiful, Penny.  So fucking amazing.  And right now, you’re all mine.”

I’m struck by the possessive tone of his voice, yet thrilled with it at the same time.  In a rash motion I jolt up and wrap my hands around his neck.  “Then fuck me,” I whisper in his ear.

His hands fly to my waist and he flips us over.  I’m straddling him.  He grabs my hair and pulls me down, kissing me again.  The scorching heat of his tongue is driving me crazy with desire.  I start gyrating my hips back and forth, rubbing against his cock through my panties.  It’s such a sinful feeling.

Rich groans into my mouth.  I can feel him getting even thicker.  I’m undeniably turned on, swollen and wet for him.  But with his shaft so close to my body, I feel a tiny tinge of fear.  He’s just so big.

Rich presses his hands into my waist and lifts me a little.  I hover over him, hesitating.  He senses it.  “Ahh…  I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispers.

The concern sends a new wave of arousal cascading through me.  A heady excitement replaces the fear.  “Don’t worry,” I assure him.  “You won’t.”

“You’re in control at first,” he encourages.  “Go slow.”  He pulls my panties to one side, exposing my enflamed folds.  I tuck my fingers around his cock to position him below me.  He tenses as his erection brushes against the inside of my leg, and I let out a small whimper as I lower myself onto the crest of his dick.

“Go… slow…” he reminds me.  I bite my lip and nod.  I lower myself cautiously onto him, and then ease back, acclimating my body to the feel of his thick shaft inside me.  Rich’s breaths come hollow beneath me.  His eyes are closed, his arms straight.  He’s gripping the fabric of the covers in clenched fists.

“My God,” he whispers.  “Penny, you’re so fucking tight.”

“You’re so big,” I say lustily, sliding farther down.  Every inch seems to stretch me to my very limit, until I’m afraid I can’t take more of him in.  He brings one hand up and gently brushes my cheek.  I exhale and let myself fully relax, then sink the remainder of the way onto him.  I gasp at the delicious sensation of him filling me to my very brim.

“Good girl,” Rich says, his voice threaded with distress.  I can see the strain in his eyes, see how hard he’s trying to hold back his own desire.  His thumb presses against the top of my clit, and he begins to massage it in tiny, soft circles.  “Remember.  You’re in control for now.”

I give a wicked smile, and begin to glide rhythmically over him.  My movements are slow and measured, at first.  Each one sends a subdued pulse of pleasure through my body.  My breathing match the rhythm I’m keeping.  Rich’s thumb continues to graze over my clit, beckoning me with the promise of sexual gratification, the promise of what he can give me.  I start to moan as my rocking becomes more forceful, as my body adjusts to the stretched feeling inside me.  

“Yes, baby,” Rich croons.  I can hear the desire simmering at the edge of his voice.  “Just like that.  Just like that.  Oh my God!  That feels so good.”  His lustful breathing matches mine.  “Now, just a little bit faster.”

I comply.  Spurred on by his groans, I start to move faster, rocking up and down over his hard shaft.  My core tightens, but it’s a good feeling.  I can’t help but gasp as I take him all the way in, then back out, over and over again.

Pleasure spikes through my synapses.  I draw him deeper, wrapping my body around his powerful cock.  I start moaning as my motions become unrestrained.  

He responds instantly, hardening within me even more.  His fingers dig into my hips, aiding my movements.  His hands urge me to go faster.  I let him take over. 

My hands go to his chest and I ride him in the moonlight.  My whimpers and gasps combine with his louder grunts.  The room is transformed into a symphony of sex.  Sweat mists over his torso.  My fingers dance all over his body, gripping, sliding, and fighting for feeling as I rock above him.  Lacy threads of pleasure converge within my core, the first hint of the oncoming orgasm.  

Rich murmurs heated words in my ear.  He’s telling me how hot he is for me, telling me how good it feels to be inside me.  How turned on I make him feel.  I lose myself in the feeling of his straining body beneath me, in the sharp scent of him that fills the air.  Soon his words fade into muffled curses as he becomes absorbed by the pleasure I’m giving back.

I draw him deep into my heat.  He reaches up to pull my hair back, forcing me to arch over him, exposing my tender breasts.  I cry out as he takes my hips and thrusts into me, impaling my insides again and again with his immense length.  

I can feel the pressure building inside, and know that I’m close to the edge.  I ride him with a feral ferocity, determined to reach the heights of pleasure with him.  Rich is stretching me to my very limit.  I welcome him deep inside.  

“Jesus,” he gasps.  “Jesus, Penny, I’m going to come.”  Rich grabs my hips and holds me tight above him, then pounds into me at a feverish pace.  I cry out in frantic gasps, my body protesting the invasion, my mind welcoming it dearly.  I hang onto his shoulders, not knowing how much more I can handle.  

I’m blindsided by the ferocity of the orgasm that hits me.  It sweeps me along its massive wave of destruction.  Heat from Rich’s body explodes at the same time, shooting into me, leaving me raw and breathless.  

I lose myself in the throes of passion, claimed victim by the deep assault of our synchronous orgasms.  I collapse and wrap my arms around him, cradling his head, holding him tight as the remainder of the crest washes over me.  I feel him shudder beneath me.  He trembles once, twice, and is still.

I’m left barren, absolutely empty, the hot body beneath me my only remaining grip on reality.  I fold into Rich, forgetting all my worries as I lie satiated in my pleasure and the feeling of the man lying beneath me.


Chapter Three

 

A bang from somewhere in the dark startles me from my sleep.  My eyes shoot open.  My whole body tenses when I remember where I am.  Not at home.  I’m in an unfamiliar bed.  In…  Rich’s apartment.

That understanding comes quick but I don’t have time to dwell on it.  My thoughts are interrupted by another loud bang.  It sounds like someone knocking on the door.  

Bang-bang-bang!  Bang-bang-bang!  

Yes, I can definitely hear it now.  There’s no mistaking what it is.  But who would be knocking at this hour?

I glance over at the slumbering male next to me.  He has one arm over his eyes, the other hanging off the edge of the mattress.  He looks stunning, even in the dark.  His entire upper body is exposed, and his skin is prickled from the cold.  I watch his chest rise and fall with the deep breaths of a contented sleep.

Bang-bang-bang!

The sound jolts me from my reverie.  I put a hand on Rich’s shoulder to shake him awake.  “Rich?” I say.  “Rich, I think there’s someone here.”

“Hmm?” he groans, half-asleep.  He rolls away from me, fluffing up the pillow beneath his cheek.  He mumbles something indistinctive that sounds a lot like, “Go back to sleep.”

Bang-bang-bang!  Bang-bang-bang!

“Rich, don’t you hear that?” I ask, starting to feel a little uneasy.  That knocking… it doesn’t sound friendly.

Bang-bang-bang-bang!  Bang-bang-bang-bang-BANG!

“Rich, seriously.”  I shake him harder.  “There’s someone at the door!”

He sits up, running a hand through his hair, and looks at me sleepily.  “Penny,” he says, “why can’t you just go back to slee—”

Bang-bang-bang-BANG!  Bang-bang-bang-BANG!

His eyes widen as he finally picks up on the knocking.  He’s out of bed in a flash.  “Shit,” he curses.  “Shit, shit, shit!”

“What is it?”  I bring the covers to my chest in a defensive motion, like a small girl trying to hide from monsters in the night.  The knocking grows louder in the background.

Rich fumbles for his jeans, and pulls them on quickly.  He looks around for something on the floor, then, finding it, picks it up and tosses it to me.  My clothes.  “Put those on,” he hisses as he ducks through the collar of his shirt.  

I clutch my clothes to my breasts, too afraid to move.  I’m freaked out by his reaction.  “Who is that?  Rich, do you know who that is?”  My voice shakes as the banging becomes even louder.  BANG-BANG-BANG!  BANG-BANG-BANG!  “What do they want?”

“Never mind.  And keep your voice down!  I don’t want them to know I’m inside.”

“You weren’t expecting anybody?”

“No, I wasn’t expecting anybody,” Rich snaps, glowering at me.  I shrink back, all of a sudden uncomfortably aware of how precarious my situation is.  I’m in some random guy’s apartment in an unfamiliar part of town.  I have no money for a cab.  My roommate got us evicted.  Even if I could afford the ride, I’d have nowhere to go.  I don’t have any family or friends nearby.  And the guy I’m with—the guy I know next to nothing about—seems intent on ignoring the late-night knocking at his door.

Rich catches my cringe, and sighs.  “Look, I’m sorry.  I don’t want to scare you.  But you—“ he points at me, “—and me—” he points at himself, “—are not supposed to be here right now.”

“Not supposed to be here?” I repeat, almost at a loss for words.  “This is your apartment, isn’t it?”

“Of course it is,” he chastises, then moves to quietly open the window.

Bang-bang-bang-bang!  BANG-BANG-BANG-BANG-BANG-BANG!

“What are you doing? I hiss at him.

“What does it look like I’m doing?  Getting out of here.”  He waves me toward him.  “Come on!  Are you coming, or not?”

“Through the window?” I ask flatly.  

He nods impatiently.  

“With you?”  

He nods again. 

I start to consider my options, when a fierce voice rises from behind the door.  “Richard!  Richard, I know you’re in there!  Open this fucking door before I break it down!”

My eyes dart to Rich.  He’s frozen in a crouch by the window.  The voice at the door definitely does not belong to a friend.  “Would he really do that?” I whisper urgently.

“Does it look like I want to wait and find out?”  Rich lifts one foot over the window sill.  “Come on!  There’s no time to explain.  Get your clothes and follow me!”

“I’m going to count to ten,” the deep voice from outside roars, “and if this door is not open by then, so help me God, I will tear it down with my own two hands!  ONE!  TWO! ...”

The countdown breaks me from my indecisive stupor.  I scramble to throw my arms through my shirt.

“…FOUR!  FIVE!  SIX! ...”

My pants fly on and I jump from the bed.  Just before reaching Rich, I pause, and look back.  

“What are you waiting for?” he whispers urgently.

“My sweater,” I say.  “You didn’t throw me my sweat—”

“Oh, for the love of God…” Rich grabs my hand and yanks me after him.  I yelp as I’m jerked off my feet.

“… EIGHT!  NINE! …”

I hop over the windowsill.  The metal escape ladder is cold and painful against my bare feet.  Rich follows after me.  When we’re both out, he carefully lowers the window.  At the moment it presses closed, a splintering crash sounds from within the apartment. 

My heart jumps to my throat.  I duck down and press myself tight against the brick wall.  “What was that?” I demand.

“Sounds to me like the door,” Rich grumbles.  He starts down the ladder.  

Another crash sounds from inside.  I risk peeking through the window.  

At the far end of the apartment, a light shines through a gaping hole in the door.  I can make out the silhouettes of two men.  One of them is holding something that looks like an enormous blacksmith hammer.

I know I should get away from the window, but I can’t move.  I’m completely stupefied by actually witnessing something like this in real life.  

I feel an urgent tug on my ankle, and look down to find Rich below me.  “Come on,” he says.  “We don’t want to be anywhere close to here when they break in.”

I nod, swallowing my fear, and start the long climb to the ground after him.

 

***

 

“What the hell was that?” I demand of Rich as we rush through the parking lot to his car.  He hasn’t said a word to me since hitting the ground.  Instead, he’s been looking in all directions to avoid running into anyone unaware.  I wasn’t opposed to his precaution while we were out in the open, but now that we’d reached the underground parking lot, demanding an explanation seems the only reasonable choice.  “Richard, who were those men at your door?”

He shakes his head, avoiding looking at me.  “The less you know about it, the better.”  He unlocks his car—a maroon red Ford pickup—and gestures for me to get in.

I plant my feet and cross my arms.  “Rich, I’m not going another step with you until you tell me what’s going on.”

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on!” he curses, exasperated.  He takes a deep breath, and his voice softens.  “Or, not exactly.  Not yet.  It’s a long story, Penelope.  But as long as they don’t know you were with me, you shouldn’t be in any trouble.”

I give a bitter laugh.  “Oh, that’s comforting.”

“It should be.”  He frowns.  “Now, get in.  We’re wasting time.”

I huff but follow through.  It’s not like I have many other options.  “Where are we going?”

“I need to make some calls.”  Rich starts the engine and backs up.  “We’ll go somewhere safe, somewhere public.  Figure it out there.  Maybe once I get a better understanding, I can explain things.”

“Fine,” I nod.  Then I feel a sudden constriction in my chest.  “Oh my God.  Shit!  I forgot my purse!“  All my possessions were in there: my cell phone, my now-useless apartment key, my wallet, all my identifications, and—most precious to me of all—a tiny locket with a faded picture of a young man cradling a baby in his arms.  His head is down so you cannot see his eyes.  That picture means the world to me—it’s the only piece of my father I have left.  “Do you think they’ll take it?”

Rich scoffs.  “They’re not thieves.”

 

***

 

Twenty minutes later, I’m sitting at the bar of a breakfast diner, cradling a warm cup of coffee between my palms.  Looking over my shoulder, I see Rich still talking to somebody on the payphone by the far wall.  

I sigh, and take a sip of my drink.  Rich has been on that phone from the moment we walked in.  He’s spoken softly the entire time, so even though we are the only two customers, not a single word of his conversation has filtered over to me.  I know as little now as I did when the banging woke me up.

The woman behind the counter gives me a commiserating smile as she refills my cup.  I wonder what she thinks as she looks at me.  I know I must look like hell—but I feel even worse.  I’d been running on pure adrenaline and lust during the hookup with Rich.  Now, all the fatigue from the long week is catching up to me.  My entire body feels sapped.  My mind starts to wander, and I find myself thinking about how Abby’s holding up.

Probably better than me, I decide with a bitter snort.  With the way things have been going recently, it seems like just my luck to get caught in the middle of something like this.

I sigh again and take another long sip, trying to extract every last bit of energy from the drink.  I need my mind clear right now, not groggy.  Exhausted as I am, coffee seems like the best solution.

If I had somewhere to go, things would be much simpler.  I could just ask Rich to drop me off and forget about all this.  But, thanks to some severely short-sighted decisions I’d made in my recent past, that wasn’t an option.

In hindsight, maybe the move from California to Oregon with a girl I’d only known for a few weeks hadn’t been such a great idea.  But, I’d been desperate to get away—and so had Abby.  

We met at the orphanage.  She’d run in one rainy night, bawling her eyes out.  Once she calmed down, her story came gushing out.  She said she’d found her boyfriend cheating on her with her step-mom.  She cried about how much she’d loved him, and how horribly betrayed he’d made her feel.  

In that unspoken moment I felt a bond flare between us.  I’d experienced something similar in my life.  Jeremy, the only boy I’d ever loved, my first and final boyfriend, crushed my soul when I walked in on him making out with our eleventh grade algebra teacher.  I ran out of there, shocked.  I tried to deny what I saw at first, to pretend it was some misunderstanding, but the image of Jeremy running his hands over our teacher’s body had been imprinted in my mind forever.  I can still  remember the disgusting way they groped at each other on the floor of the afterschool detention room.

I walked in on them… and cried for hours after.  Worse, it wasn’t like I could just get away.  Jeremy and I lived in the same orphanage, went to the same school, and had the same classes.  Awkward didn’t even begin to describe the tension between us in the following days.  That was the point in my life I’d decided that real love was a sham.  It was just a way to expose yourself to getting hurt. 

I’ve kept my heart locked tight ever since.

So, when I heard Abby’s story, I knew we had something in common.  That had been enough.  As a kid growing up with no parents, you learn not to probe too deeply in the pasts of other orphans.  Abby seemed to understand that, too.  Our friendship developed with only a cursory knowledge of the other’s history. 

We started hanging out around the point I finished my last month of high school.  I was close to aging out of the orphanage.  I had to start a life of my own.  When Abby suggested attending a little community college in Northern Oregon, I jumped at the opportunity to go with her.

That had been a drastic mistake.

It didn’t take long for Abby’s behavior to become suspicious.  Even though we’d signed up for many of the same courses, I rarely saw her in class.  Even though she’d told me she had a few thousand dollars' worth of savings she’d use for rent, her payments were always late.  Even though she’d promised she’d go job-hunting with me our first week here, somehow she never made it.

And while Abby looked pretty and prim on the outside, she lived like a pig.  Dirty clothes would be thrown all over our apartment no matter how many times I asked her to keep them in her room.  Unwashed dishes and moldy take-out cartons started piling up in the corners, under the couch, everywhere.  I didn’t mind so much at first, but when all of my attempts to clean up the place became rendered obsolete by the following evening, it had started to become grating.

It took two weeks of living together for me to understand Abby was not who she pretended to be.  At first, it was the little things: some of my clothes going missing, opening my wallet to find fewer dollar bills in there than I remembered.  I ignored the troubling signs at first, hoping they would peter out.  They never did.  More and more of my things disappeared, until I had to resort to locking everything in my room each time I left the apartment.  If I asked Abby about it, she’d just deny it, of course, and then bat those fake eyelashes and pretend everything was perfect.

Abby also liked guys—a lot.  

Our third week living together, I woke up to find some shady looking guy with a mullet digging through our kitchen cupboards.  I screamed out in surprise.  Abby rushed in, laughing, and explained that he was Brady, a friend of hers.  I thought maybe they had started dating.

I was wrong.  I never saw Brady again.  But for the remainder of the week, without fail, I’d wake up to find some other stranger sharing our breakfast table.

I didn’t judge, of course—I’d had a few weekend flings here or there myself—but with Abby, it was way beyond the point of being obnoxious.  After her screams kept me up for three nights in a row, I decided enough was enough.  I sat her down and confronted her about it.  About everything.  The missing clothing.  The stolen money.  The broken promises.

She cried a little, promised she’d change, and begged me not to leave.  Against my better judgment, I caved in.  That had been a month ago.

Things seemed to settle down after that.  Until last night.

 “Hey.”  

Rich’s voice breaks me from my contemplations.  I feel his hand on my shoulder.  I look up.

“I just finished over there.  How are you holding up?” he asks.

The innocence in his voice spikes something in me.  Without warning, I feel my anger flare.  “Well, let me see,” I start.  “I know nothing about what’s going on.  I’m stuck in a diner with a guy I barely know.  Apparently we’re on the run, but he’s keeping me in the dark about everything.  How do you think I’m holding up?” I finish with a vengeance.

Rich goes from shocked, to angry, to defiant, and back down to calm over the course of my tirade.  “Fair enough,” he says slowly.  “But I’m not the one to get angry with.”

I sigh, knowing that he’s right.  “No, it’s not your fault.  I shouldn’t have snapped.  There’s just a lot going on in my life right now.  I’ve barely had any sleep for two nights in a row, and now this…” I motion around helplessly.

Rich takes the seat next to me.  “I know it’s  a lot to take in, but trust me when I say I want nothing more than to get you out of this as soon as possible.”

“You’re that eager to get rid of me, huh?” I try to joke.  It comes out wanting.

“I want to get you safe,” Rich stresses, not an ounce of humor in his words.

“Can you tell me who those men were?”

“They are… well, the easiest way to think of them is as former acquaintances.”

I perk a dissatisfied eyebrow.  “Former acquaintances who break into your apartment at night?”

“Look, it’s complicated.  All I’m focused on right now is getting you out of this mess.”

“I appreciate the concern,” I say drily, “but why should I be in any trouble?”

“If they saw you with me, you might be.”

“Why?”

Rich rakes a hand through his hair.  “Maybe they’ll think you’re my girlfriend or something.”

I laugh.  “I didn’t take you as the dating type.”

“I’m not,” he stresses, suddenly tense.  “But who knows what they’ll think.  Right now, we have a bigger problem than that.”

“Oh?”

“Your purse.  You have your wallet in there, don’t you?”

I nod.  “Yeah.  I told you in the car.”

“We have to go back and get it.”  Rich closes his eyes and rubs the bridge of his nose.  “I’m an idiot for not thinking of it earlier.  I told you those men aren’t thieves—and they’re not.  But, if they find your purse in there, they might look through it, see your wallet, pick out your driver’s license…”

“…and connect me to you,” I finish.  I feel a dull stab of fear in my stomach.

Rich grunts.  “That’s right.  None of this is your fault, Penny, and I don’t want you getting caught up in my problems.”  Suddenly, he flashes me an easy grin.  “After all, I think you’ve already had just about all of me you can handle.”

Despite myself—despite the situation—I chuckle.  “I’d say so.”

“So, from my perspective, the sooner we get you away from here, the better.  That way, you can go back to the way things were before you met me.  Agreed?”

“Agreed,” I confirm.  Then I have a new thought.  “Wait!  If those men were yelling so loud, wouldn’t one of your neighbors have heard?  Wouldn’t somebody have called the cops?”

Rich shakes his head.  “There was a gas leak in the building a week ago.  The developers paid for everybody to stay at a hotel until they fixed it.  This morning,” he points to the ground, “is the first day any of us were supposed to return.”

“And you took me there last night?” I say, appalled.

Rich spreads his hands in front of him.  “Hey, the leak was fixed.  All right?”

“But if everybody was supposed to be gone, how did those men know you were in there?”

“That’s what I’m still trying to figure out.”  Rich glances outside.  I see the sun just starting to light up the sky from beyond the horizon.  “Come on.  If we hurry, we might be able to sneak in before too many people are around.”

 

***

 

“How do you know it’s safe to go back?” I ask as I settle into the passenger’s seat.  “What if those men are still there, waiting for you?”

“They won’t be,” Rich assures me.  “I was on the phone with a friend who lives close by.  I asked him to scope out the place.  He said there’s no one there.”

“He can get into your building?” I ask, skeptical.

Rich shrugs.  “Those men did.”

“All right,” I say.  “Fine.  So we go back, go inside, hope there’s no one waiting for you, get my purse, and that’s it?”

“And that’s it,” Rich agrees.  “You’ll never hear from me again.”

The casual way he says that raises the hairs on the back of my neck.  He isn’t telling me something.  Though maybe it’s disappointment I feel.  Last night with Rich was amazing.  I know not to look for anything deeper between us, but nobody had made me feel the way I did last night in a long time.  

But I have my own problems to deal with without getting caught up in his.

“Fine,” I say.  “But can you at least tell me what those men wanted from you?  Are they dangerous?”

Rich gives me a sour smile.  “Did they seem like the safe type to you?”

I shake my head.  “No, but you said you know them.  And you told me they’re not thieves.”

“There are worse people out there than thieves, Penelope.”  So, we’ve gone back to full first names, have we?  “And the most dangerous hand holding the knife is the one you trust near you.”  He gives me a long, level look.  “Do you understand?”

“I’m not a child,” I huff.  “You still haven’t answered my question: What did they want from you?”

Rich shakes his head.  “Remember when I said the less you know about this, the better?”

“Better for you, maybe.  But you got me involved, and I think I have a right to know.”  I pause.  “What would I tell the police, afterwards, otherwise?”

Rich’s head snaps in my direction.  “No, Penelope,” he says very slowly, very carefully.  “No.  You have to promise me you won’t go to the cops over this.”

I sniff.  “As if.  Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t?”

“I’m serious.”  His voice remains grave.  “You don’t understand what’s going on.  You’re playing with fire here.”

“Maybe if you told me what’s going on, instead of asking me to rely on blind faith, I’d have a better idea.”  I’m tired of the way he keeps dodging my questions.  “No bullshit, Richard.  Tell me straight up.  Who were those people, and what did they want?”

Rich exhales and puts his hands back on the steering wheel.  “You just won’t let this go, will you?” he sighs.

I look right at him without saying a word.  Waiting.

“And it’s not good enough for you when I say I’ll get you out of it as soon as possible?”

I frown, and shake my head.  “The truth, Rich!  If I’m going back there with you, even if it’s to get my own stuff, I deserve to know who might be waiting there for me.”  A worse thought occurs to me.  “Or, who might already know I’m with you.”

“Fine,” he says, the gravelly displeasure clear in his voice.  “They want me, Penny.  All right?  They want me.  It’s something that started a long time ago.  The short of it is, I have something they want.  I thought I’d be safe from them here for a while yet, but they found me.”

“You’re not being very clear.”  I shake my head.  “What do you have that they want?”

“God!  You just keep digging deeper and deeper, don’t you?”  His voice becomes more heated, more irate.  “It’s a debt, okay?  Something I thought I’d settled a long time ago.  Clearly, they don’t see it that way.”  He curses softly.  “Goddammit!  I don’t know why I’m telling you any of this.  None of it is supposed to affect you.”

I feel the sincerity in his voice.  I  believe his last statement.  

Gently, I put a hand on his arm, trying to comfort him.  Rich shrugs me off.  Then, he looks back at me and sighs.  “They came last night to collect payment,” he admits.  “That’s all you need to understand.  This is between me and them.  None of it needs to touch you.”  He flexes his hands against the wheel.  “It’s just… fuck, I just wish it didn’t have to happen last night.  It’d be so much easier to deal with if I were alone.  Now, I have you to think about, and it… complicates things.”

“Hey, I’m not some helpless baby.  I can take care of myself.”

Rich looks over—and surprises me by barking a laugh.  “No,” he says, “no, I can see you’re not.  You got me to tell you all this.”  He gives a wry smile.  “You know, Penny, I think I may be starting to like you.”

 

***

 

Rich pulls to a stop about a block away from his apartment.  I can see it dwarfing the smaller buildings in the distance.  I can also see the rickety fire ladder we’d used to make our escape.  It looks even more frail and fragile in the sun.  If it hadn’t been dark last night, I don’t think I would have ever trusted it with my weight.

The drive from the diner had been quiet.  It probably took my brain too long to understand the danger associated with the men who came after Rich, but as his car neared his apartment, the realization started to sink in.

Thugs.  Money men.  Loan sharks.

I shiver.  I’d never had personal experience with that side of the world, but I’d met kids drifting through the orphanage who had.  Only the most desperate got involved with those types of lenders.  

I sneak a peek at Rich out of the corner of my eye.  What had pushed him to seek them out?  What did he have in his past that forced him to go to them?  My instincts tell me it’s better not to delve too deep.  However, my recent experience with Abby taught me how important knowing a person’s past can be.

The most unnerving thing about the drive back had been how calm Rich appeared the entire time.  After that short burst of anger, he’d reined in and become stoic.  Unaffected.  Even… calculating.

Money laundering.  Mobs.  Organized Crime.

I can’t stop the associations from forming in my head when I look at him.  Just who did I get myself involved with?  

I have to be cautious.  Right now, getting my stuff out of Rich’s apartment and getting away from him seems like a very good idea.

 

***

 

“All right,” he says finally.  “You wait here.  I’ll go inside, and—”

“Hell no!” I protest. “I’m going with you.”

He blinks at me in surprise.  “Are you sure?”

I answer by taking off my seatbelt, opening the door, and getting out.  I turn to face the car and tap my bare foot on the ground.  “Well?  Are you coming?”

Rich scrambles out and takes me by the shoulders.  “Just because I think they’re gone, Penny,” he says as he pulls me into an alley, “doesn’t mean we can afford to take stupid risks.  Simple precautions go a long way.”  

He shoves me between the two buildings, then pokes his head out of the alleyway.  He looks both ways, waits for a long time, then signals me to follow.  “The coast is clear.”

I sniff.  “I could have told you that.”  As I try to walk past, he grabs my arm and holds me back.

“Really?” he asks, his tone mocking.  “Could you also have told me about the man standing in the balcony of the six-story apartment building, smoking a cigarette?”  He points up and across the street.  “Or how about the jogger about to turn the corner… now?”  I see a man in Spandex appear out of the blue.  “Or the couple having an argument in the window just above us?”  I turn and look up to find a blonde woman screaming at a man who looks close to tears.  The window is closed.  Not a sound filters out.  “Things are not always as easy as they seem, Penny,” Rich notes.

“I guess,” I mutter, thrown sufficiently off-balance by his powers of observation and my lack thereof.  “How did you see all that?”

“Two eyes and two ears, Penny.”  He tugs at my earlobe in a way that, in any other circumstance, would be seen as flirtatious.  “You were given them for a reason.  Better start using them.”

“I’ll try,” I grumble, and follow Rich out onto the street.  

We weave and duck our way over to his building, but when we get to the courtyard, he surprises me by turning to the side.  

“Where are you going?” I ask.  “The entrance is over there!”

He looks at me, shakes his head, and rolls his eyes.  “Don’t you think that’s a little bit obvious?”

“Well, yeah, but how else…” I trail off as I catch on.  “The fire ladder.”

“Bingo.”

“You want to climb up the fire ladder?”

“Of course.  It’s the only safe path in.”

“Safe,” I repeat, dubious.  The ladder looks to be in even worse repair from up close than it had from Rich’s car.  Every joint is stained with rust.  “How is that ladder, in any sense of the word, safe?”

“Well, for one, you can see all the way up.”  Rich shields his eyes as he tilts his head to the sky.  “That way, you know there aren’t going to be any nasty surprises waiting for you.  And, two—wait.”  He gives me a puzzled look.  “You’re not afraid, are you?”

I scoff.  “No!”  Inside, I’m trembling.  

My performance doesn’t fool Rich.  “We climbed down this ladder last night,” he points out slowly.  “And now you’re having reservations about going back up?”

“That was different!” I protest.  “There was nowhere else for us to go.  I was running on adrenaline!”  And I didn’t realize just how decrepit the thing looked.  

Rich shrugs.  “Suit yourself.”  He jumps up, grabs a hold of the upper rung, and pulls himself up.  “You’re welcome to stay down here and keep watch.”  He chuckles.  “If you see anything, just yell.  Or, don’t.  We wouldn’t want you attracting any extra attention.”  He puts a foot on the next rung, and his grey-blue eyes glimmer.  “I just didn’t take you as the type to back down in a tight spot, that’s all.”

And without another word, he turns away and starts to climb.  The ladder creaks against the side of the building every time he shifts his weight.  It seems as if the decrepit ladder is going to peel away from the mortar at any moment.  

I stand there, watching him climb.  My anxiety about being left alone grows stronger every second.  Suddenly, I realize that being by myself on enemy territory is highly discomforting.  

I shake my head and mutter an oath.  “Rich!  Wait!”

He pauses, then looks down.  A knowing smile plays on his lips.  “Yesss?” he drags out, casually, as if he has all the time in the world.

I look left, then right, then close my eyes and take a deep breath.  “Help me up.”

 

***

 

“Wow,” I exhale.  “They really did a number on this place, didn’t they?”

We’d climbed all the way up without the ladder toppling over.  Now, I’m looking into Rich’s apartment through the window.  Even though there’d never been much there, what little remains is almost beyond the point of recognition.  The blankets have been thrown off the bed and torn to pieces.  The pillows look like a pack of rabid dogs has been at them.  The little corner TV is nothing more than shattered glass and broken pieces of electronics.

Rich grunts in reply.  He hooks his fingers under the window frame, preparing to pry it open.  I see his forearm muscles strain.  He heaves, pulls up—and the window slides as smoothly as if it were greased with oil.

“Funny,” he remarks, “they didn’t lock it.”  

He pulls himself inside and gives me a hand to follow.  My eyes dart over the floor, seeking my purse.

I don’t see it.

A hollow feeling hits me in the gut.  My knees almost buckle under me.  My purse… everything in there could be replaced, everything could be substituted somehow… except for one thing.  

The sides of my vision begin to darken.  I feel alone, lost.  The walls start to close in on me.

Rich must have noticed.  He puts his hand on my shoulder gently.  “Look around,” he suggests, his voice soft and warm.  “Maybe it’s hidden under something.”

His touch brings me back to myself.  The anguish flickers away.  “Of course,” I mumble, feeling like an idiot.  I pull myself together, and start upturning the ripped up remains of Rich’s bed.  Rich moves away.

“Clever,” he says from the front door, a few moments later.

“What?”

“They put a garbage bag over the hole and police tape on the outside.”  He opens the door to show me the yellow tape.  “So that it doesn’t look suspicious.”

“Huh.”  I glance from my search—and freeze.  A shiver runs down my spine.  “Um, Rich, did you see that?”

He turns his attention to what I’m looking at.  A scowl passes across his face.  “No,” he says.  “I’ve glanced over that wall so many times I’ve lived here, I didn’t even notice…  No.”  

There are words carved into the plaster of one wall.  The letters are crude and chipped:

 

THIS IS A WARNING.

 

I walk up beside Rich, and trace my fingers over the wall.  The harsh edges of the letters make the message even more ominous.

“They did that with a knife?” I ask, stunned.  

“Or an axe,” Rich comments beside me.  

I give him a hard look.  “Don’t scare me.”

“I’m serious.  You said you wanted to know what was going on.”

Something occurs to me, and I walk to the corridor in Rich’s apartment.  “Huh.  They didn’t touch your boxes.”

“I know.”  Rich comes up to me.  “Any luck with your purse?”

“Not yet, but—” 

“Wait, isn’t that it over there?”  Rich points to the corner of the room, where the remains of the TV lie scattered.  I hadn’t looked there yet because I didn’t want to pick my way through the broken glass barefoot.  Sure enough, peeking out from beneath the rubble is the familiar skinny black strap of my bag.  

Throwing caution to the wind, I rush toward it.  Rich catches my arm.  When I try to tug free, he doesn’t let go.  

“Let me,” he says.  “I have shoes.”

I nod, but am dying with impatience.  Rich crosses the room, squats down by the TV, and lifts my purse up by the strap.  “This it?” he asks, smiling.

I run to meet him in the center of the room.  I snatch the purse from his grip and rip it open, then rifle through it with a ravenous hunger.  When my fingers close around the familiar shape of my locket, I let out a magnificent sigh of relief.  Like the sound of a hundred waterfalls breaking from the winter frost all at once.   

Never, never, never!  I promise myself.  Never will I let it leave my side again.  I clutch the locket to my chest and let the purse drop to the floor.  After a long moment, I hang it around my neck.  I should have never taken it off.

An annoyed grunt from Rich brings me back to the present.  I open my eyes, and see him kneeling on the floor over my bag.  “Penny,” he says gravely, “your wallet is not in here.”


Chapter Four

 

“So what the hell do we do now, Rich?”  I’m freaking out.  We’re back in his car, after he’d packed a small duffel bag of his stuff.  Nothing else from his apartment was missing.  His wallet was still there, along with all his money and documents.  I’d found my shoes and sweater in the mess, and am now holding the wooly fabric close to my skin.  “Huh?  Tell me what.  What the fuck do we do now?”

“I’m thinking, Penny!” he exclaims.  His booming voice ricochets around the cabin like a thunderclap.  

“Thinking isn’t going to get my wallet back,” I snap.  “Thinking isn’t going to change the fact that the men who are after you know about me, too.  We need to do something!”

“What do you think I’m thinking about?” Rich demands.  

We stare at each other.  I notice his nostrils flare as he breathes in and out.  My breaths are coming hard, too.  So they should be!  The tension between us is so thick it fills the car, seething in the corners like billowing smoke.  Rich’s eyes burn as he looks at me.  I’m not about to back down.

He breaks eye contact first.  “Look,” he exhales, staring straight ahead, “there’s no point in us being angry with each other.”  His tone softens.  I can tell he’s trying to be conciliatory.  But his words come out stiff.  “I’ve been quiet because I’m considering  our options.  We can’t rush into things without having a clear mind.  That would be the worst thing to do.”

“I agree,” I admit reluctantly.  I swallow my pride.  “I shouldn’t have gotten mad, I know.  But hell, Rich, this is a lot to take in.”

He looks at me and offers a smile.  “I know.  We’ll get through this.  I’ll get you out of it.  I promise.”

I give him a weak smile back.  “I think I believe you.”

He nods and starts the engine.  “Good.  We should stick together until we have a better idea of what we’re going to do next.  But for now, you—” he glances over, “—need a change of clothes.  Where do you live?”

“Oh.”  I blink.  “Uh, actually, I don’t think that’s going to work.”

Rich gives me an odd look.  “What do you mean?”

I hesitate, not wanting him to pity me, nor wanting to look like the “poor girl” in his eyes.  But, he’d given me the truth about his situation—and I don’t think telling lies at this point is a good idea.  “I got evicted last night,” I mumble, “thanks to my roommate.”  I give a bitter laugh.  “They changed the locks so the keys to my door don’t even work.” 

I hold my breath, waiting for Rich to laugh or say something scathing.  He surprises me by reaching over and taking my hand.  “That’s what you were upset about last night?”

I give a sullen nod.

“And now you have to deal with all my shit.  Jesus, Penny, I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

He tightens his grip on my hand.  Against all odds, I find comfort in that hold.  “Okay, here’s what I think we should do next…”

“The cops!” I exclaim suddenly.  “Why don’t we go to them?”

Rich shakes his head and releases my hand to start driving.  I feel a sting at the loss of his warmth.  “No, the cops aren’t going to do anything.  The guys who came after me aren’t your ordinary, run-of-the-mill money lenders.  They’re well connected.  They have moles in high places.  The moment either of us walk into a police station, we’ll be on their radar.  Speaking of which—do you have you cell phone?”

“Yeah, it’s right here.”  I reach into my purse.  “Why?”

“Take the battery out.”

I narrow my eyes at him, not following.  “What?”

“Take the battery out and give it to me.”  He holds out his hand.  I sigh, and do as I’m asked.  

In one smooth motion he opens his window and throws the battery onto the street.

“Hey!” I gasp.  I spin around in my seat.  The battery is already lost in the traffic behind us.  “What the hell was that, Rich?”

“A cell phone is one of the easiest things to track,” he explains patiently.  “Even if it’s off, as long as there’s a battery inside, it will still send out a weak signal.”  He surprises me by reaching into his pocket and tossing his own phone onto my lap.  “See?  Mine’s the same.  No battery.”

“You could have just told me,” I grumble.  “I wouldn’t have put the battery back in if you said so.”

“I didn’t want you to be tempted.  I know how girls are.”  I frown pointedly at him, and he laughs.  “I’m kidding!  Sort of.  Anyway, I’ll buy you another battery once things cool down.”

“I appreciate your charity,” I deadpan.

“No problem,” Rich says, ignoring my sarcasm.  “Anyway, as I was saying, even if you go to the cops, they won’t be able to protect you forever.  And you can’t hide forever, either.”

“Not forever,” I point out.  “Just long enough for you to settle your debt.”

“I told you, I did settle it,” Rich stresses. 

“That’s not what they think,” I note.

“No, but they are wrong.  Will you let me finish?  We can’t go to the cops because of what I said.  Our only option right now is to lay low until the heat blows over.”

“And how long is that going to take?  A day?”  I pause.  “Two days?”

“A week,” Rich says seriously.  “At least.”

“A week!” I exclaim, aghast.  “Rich, I can’t just drop everything and hide for a week!  I have my own life out there, things I have to deal with!  I have class, and work, and my roommate, my apartment…” I trail off as I feel hot tears building behind my eyes.  I’m determined not to show him my weakness.  I look out the window, and take a few deep breaths to compose myself.

“Hey,” he says gently, “I know it’s a lot to take in.”  He puts a hand on my shoulder, but I twist away.

“No shit!” I snarl.  “It IS a lot to take in!  You can’t just uproot me from my life like that!”

“Trust me,” Rich says seriously. “I never planned on having things end up this way.  But we’ve got to play the hand we’re dealt.  Right?  I thought you’d be safe to go by now, too.  I never expected them to find your wallet.  But we’ve got to take certain precautions now—”

“Take me to the cops,” I demand.

Rich stops, frowns.  “What?”

“Take me to the police station, Richard,” I repeat slowly.  “Right now!” 

“I’ve told you—”

“No.  It doesn’t matter.  You said it yourself:  None of this is supposed to concern me.”  I take a deep breath.  “So, what does it matter to you what I do?  I’d rather take my chances with the cops than run away and hide for a week with you.  No offense.  At least I’ll know they have my best interests at heart.”

“Oh, and I DON’T?” Rich roars.  His eyes darken again, his brows furrow, and he scowls at me like some angry demigod.  I can see the passion in his eyes.

An instant later his expression softens, and the anger fades.  “Penny, listen.  I’m just trying to keep you safe.  I told you what will happen if you go to the police.  You’ll be caught.  I know it shouldn’t matter to me…” he runs a hand through his hair, “…but it does.  It does!  Okay?  I know we barely know each other, but I care about what happens to you.  Really, I do.”  

He gives a strained chuckle.  “You don’t share what we had last night and pretend it doesn’t matter.  I can’t just forget about you like that.  If you really want to go to the cops…  I’ll bring you.  I won’t force you to stay with me.  But it’s not a smart move.  And if anything happens to you because of it, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”

His confession is so heartfelt it moves me.  I didn’t know I mattered to him so much   

“So?” Rich asks, looking at me.  “What’ll it be, Penny?  You want me to drop you off at the station?”

“I…” I draw a deep breath.  “I trust you, Rich.  But… a week?  Really?”  My shoulders slump despondently.  “I just can’t disappear for that long.”

“A day, then,” he suggests.  “You said you’d be fine with that at the start.  Remember?”  He rolls over my weak attempt at a protest.  “A day somewhere safe where we can both get some rest and think things through.  Maybe it doesn’t have to take a week.  Maybe I’ll find a way to sort things out earlier.  But give me a day, at least, before you go to the cops.  That way, I’ll know I’ve done all I can to protect you.”

I close my eyes, and take another deep breath.  I know I’m in no state of mind to make any serious decisions now.  A day of rest does sound awfully tempting.  Besides, maybe Rich is right.  Maybe going to the cops this early is a bad idea.  He knows a hell of a lot more about these people than I do.

“Okay,” I nod finally.  “Okay.  You can have your day.”

 

***

 

Rich leaves me alone in a motel room on the outskirts of town.  He makes me swear not to touch the phone in our room.  I agree.

I sit on the bed.  It sings out to me with the promise of a few minutes’ rest.  I don’t know how long Rich will be gone.  But I’m too anxious to sleep.  I feel like a fugitive on the run in one of those old Western moves—except the people chasing me are the bad guys. 

I lie back and wonder how different things would have been if I hadn’t let Rich buy me that drink.  Or if Abby hadn’t spent our monthly rent on drugs and booze.  Or if I’d turned away from Rich after telling him my name at the all-night diner, then wandered over to the library to sneak in a few hours of sleep—

No.  I banish those thoughts.  Regret never got me anything.  The only way to move forward in life is to press on and persevere.

Persevere.  That’s exactly what I’ve done my entire life.  Persevere.  Endure.  Survive.  

I hadn’t known either of my parents growing up.  The only clues about their identity came from the director at the orphanage.  He’d told me that one night, a woman in a tattered, ruined coat came by to drop off a bundle of clothes at the door.  Except the bundle wasn’t empty—I was asleep inside.  I was naked, wrapped up in old, dirty shirts, but around my neck hung the only possession I still have to this day: the small metal locket.

That was all I had ever known about my mother.  Nobody caught her name, and my teenage attempts to track her down proved fruitless.  I suspected she was a prostitute.  It was common among kids with similar sob-stories in the orphanage.  I don’t hate her for it, or resent her in any way.  What I feel toward her now is… nothing.  Absolutely nothing.  She is a stranger, after she’d made the choice to leave me by myself when I was a babe.  In fact, the only reason I’d ever tried tracking her was to see what she could tell me about my dad.

I didn’t know anything about him, either.  But one day, when I was about fifteen, a letter arrived at the orphanage.  It was addressed to me, and written in a flowery, feminine hand.  “To my beloved daughter,” it began.  I remember the flash of hope I felt when my eyes found the words.  

The next line destroyed my entire world.

“I am legally obliged to inform you that your father is dead.”

That was it.  No signature, no name, no offers of sympathy or compassion.  Just the cold, cruel words: “Your father is dead.”

I’d crumpled up the sheet and thrown it across the room, my tears coming freely.  I’d always held out hope that the man I knew from the locket would, one day, come and find me.  I knew it as a false hope, young as I was, but I clung to it fiercely.  It helped me through many miserable days and nights.  

After the arrival of the letter, I didn’t even have that hope anymore.

I finger the small metal locket idly.  I know it’s made of silver, because to this day, there isn’t a speck of rust on it.  I’d almost thrown it away, that day I received the letter.  I’d gone to a nearby bridge and dangled it from my fingertips over the rushing waters below.  Then the wind blew, nearly snagging it from grip.  I’d snatched it back on instinct.  Only then did I understand the mistake I’d almost made.  Many kids in the orphanage knew nothing at all about their parents.  I, at least, had the locket.

Persevere, and survive.  That’s how I’d gotten through nineteen years of life.  That’s what I would have to do right now.  Whatever news Rich came back with, I’d face it head-on, and continue to survive.

A yawn escapes my lips.  I feel my eyes drifting shut.  The mattress beneath me is full of lumps and broken springs.  But it’s not the worst I’ve ever slept on.  I roll to one side and move my hips to a more comfortable position.  Then, I close my eyes completely and drift off into a troubled sleep.

 

***

 

A loud knocking sound startles me awake.  My eyes go wide, and for a second I believe I’m back in Rich’s apartment, and those men are trying to break in.  Then I hear Rich’s voice through the door.  “Penny?  Hey, Penny, open up!”

I push myself out of bed, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.  The door is ajar about an inch, and a stream of light floods in from outside.  I’d forgotten that I’d hooked the door chain when Rich left.  I open it and let him in.

“You look a lot better,” he observes.  “You get some rest?”

“A little,” I admit.  I look around, but don’t see a clock.  “How long have you been gone?”

“Just over an hour.  Here.”  He lifts a plastic bag.  “I got you some food.  I figured you’d be hungry?”  For some reason, he forms it as a question.

I smile and nod.  “Famished.  Thanks.  I wouldn’t think you’d have realized.”

“I’m pretty attentive,” he says as he closes the door and sits on the bed.  The delicious aroma of mozzarella cheese wafts from the bag.  I sit beside him as he dumps out the contents.  There’s a large pizza box, along with some unfamiliar-looking candy bars.  

I reach for the pizza, but he stops my hand with his.  “Have one of these first,” he says, handing me the candy bar.  I give him a funny look, and he explains, “They’re protein bars.  I know they don’t taste great, but they’re the quickest way to get some good nutrition in you.”

“Thanks,” I say, unwrapping the bar.  His concern for my diet is kind of sweet.  A strong chemical scent assaults my nose.  My stomach grumbles at the thought of the nearby pizza.  

I take a bite of the bar to appease Rich.  It’s hard and sticks to my teeth.  But overall, it’s not that bad.  Well, not revolting, in any case.

Rich smiles and seems to relax at my first bite.  I give him a look.  “I didn’t think you’d care about what type of food I eat.”

He shrugs.  “I pay attention to those things.”  He unwraps a bar and starts chewing it.

 “So?” I ask.  “What did you figure out while you were gone?”

Rich grunts.  “Not a lot.  I haven’t had much time yet.  But I found a safe place for you to stay.”

I perk an inquisitive eyebrow.  He continues quickly, “I know you only agreed to stay today, but the more I think about it, the more I realize that it won’t be enough time.  I wouldn’t feel right sending you back on your own, knowing you might be in danger because of me.  So, look.  It’s Thursday now.  Give me tomorrow, and then the weekend, to sort things through.  I don’t know if I can settle all my issues by then, but at least I hope I can convince the people who are after me that you’re not involved.”  He pauses.  “Please.”

I look at him.  His eyes are sincere.  “Okay,” I agree.  “You have until Monday.”

Relief washes over his face like a tidal wave.  He exhales a huge sigh.  “Great.  You don’t know how much that simplifies things, Penny.”

“You mentioned a safe place for me?”

“Yeah.  It’s with a friend of mine, on the other side of the state.  It’ll take us a few hours to drive there, but that way, I don’t have to worry about anybody finding you while I’m back here sorting things out.”

“And I just wait there?”

“That’s right.  My first worry is getting you detangled from all this.  Hopefully, by Monday, you’ll never need to deal with me again.”

“You’re sweet,” I smile.  I don’t know if it’s the comfort of a full belly, or the feeling of being looked after that makes me do what I do next.  I lean over, and give Rich a kiss on the cheek.  He blinks, surprised, then clears his throat and looks away.  

“Don’t do that,” he chides gently, “or I might start getting attached.”

I laugh and knuckle him in the arm.  “You?  Playboy extraordinaire?  The man who says he doesn’t do relationships?  Come on.”

Rich gives me a weak grin.  “You don’t know me half as well as you might think.”  He clears his throat again, and the levity fades from his voice.  “I think we should agree not to let things get personal between us.  I know we’re going to be spending some time together, and I know that we… shared… something special last night.  But, I don’t think you want to jump into my world right now.  There’s too much trouble there as it is.  I know you have your own things to deal with without being overwhelmed with any of my shit…”  He trails off, then looks at me, his eyes pleading.

“Right,” I nod.  I feel a pang of regret.  I’m starting to like Rich.  The thought of not hearing from him again after Monday fills me with some sadness. 

But, I know it’s for the best.  He’s having a tough time right now.  And even though I want to help, I know I’d be next to useless.  

I hold out my hand for him to shake.  He looks at it, puzzled, then looks back at me.

“What?” I say.  “It’s a handshake.  To make a deal!”

Rich barks a laugh.  “I see.”  He grips my hand and shakes it.  “Deal,” he agrees.

 

***

 

We’re back in Rich’s truck, driving toward his apartment again.  He told me he wanted to pick up some cash he’d hidden in his bathroom to last us through the weekend.  I didn’t have my wallet, so there was no danger of me using my credit card, but he said he didn’t want to use his own, either, on the drive to his friend’s.  That way, we wouldn’t leave a trail.  

The precautions he’s taking are reasonable.  But, they make me worry about just what kind of people Rich is in trouble with.  If they can track cell phones, credit cards, and even have cops working for them… well, they definitely aren’t your average criminals.  If their henchmen were the type to leave carved warnings on walls and break down front doors, it makes them even more dangerous. 

Suddenly, the rational part of my brain becomes a little happier about the deal I’d struck with Rich.

“Hold on,” I say.  “Do you think it’s safe for us to go back to your apartment again?  I mean, isn’t that exactly where they’d expect to find you?”

Rich nods slowly.  “Well… yes and no.  It’s daytime now, so there are going to be people around.  I don’t think anybody’s going to try kidnapping me with an audience.  Also, you remember the message they left?  They want me to come back to my apartment and find it.  Frighten me a bit.  I think last night, if they’d found me inside, all they’d have done is rough me up some.”  He shrugs.  “They wouldn’t have hurt me too badly.  They need me alive and somewhat lucid to come up with the money they think I still owe them.”

“Do you?” I ask.

Rich looks at me.  “Do I what?”

“Do you still owe them money?  You don’t have to lie to me, Rich.  I’m already here with you.  But I want to know the truth.”

Rich considers it for a moment.  Then he shakes his head.  “No.  The debt was paid.  Everything is accounted for.”

“Okay,” I nod.  “I believe you.”

“The only other reason it might not be safe for us to go back,” Rich continues, “is if they know we’ve already been there.  But in that case,” he laughs, “I don’t think they’d think me stupid enough to return again.”

I grin back at him.  “If only they knew the truth.”

“If only,” Rich agrees.  “But still, you’re probably right.  It pays to be cautious.  We’ll keep a lookout.”

 

***

 

Less than a block away from the apartment, Rich curses softly.  “Shit,” he says.  “They’re here.”

“What?  Where?”  I spin in my seat, trying to look everywhere at once.  The street is full of people—students, mostly—and nobody stands out.

“Don’t panic.  It just means we can’t go back in.  We’ll keep driving.  We’ll be fine.”  He shuffles through the center console and shoves a pair of dark aviator sunglasses at me.  “Here.  Put these on.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want them to recognize you.”

“But they already have my ID—”

“Just do it!”

“Fine.”  I take the glasses and settle them over my eyes.  Everything becomes darker.  “Now what?”

“Now, I can point them out to you without worrying.”  He nods casually ahead and to the right, on my side of the street.  “See that parked car?”

“The black one?”

“Yeah.  The black Lincoln.  It’s theirs.  But I can’t tell if there’s anybody inside…”  He grunts.  “The windows are tinted.”

“What does it matter if they’re inside the car or not?  They’re here, which means we can’t go into your apartment.  Right?”

“Right,” Rich agrees.  “No point risking it.  I would have loved to have that money for the trip, though.  It just means we’ll need to be more frugal.”

“Well, how much cash do we need?”

“At a bare minimum?  Just enough for gas.  But I think I’ve got enough in my wallet for that.”

We’re closing in on the parked car.  I feel my eyes being tugged toward it.  I look, trying to peer through the double layer of dark glass to see if there’s anyone inside.  It’s hard to tell.  Rich steers forward.  As our car passes the Lincoln, time slows for me.

I turn my head slowly to the right.  At the same moment the driver’s side window of the black car rolls down.  A stab of fear hits me right in the gut as a bald, skinny man in a beige suit turns his head to look at me.  He doesn’t have the bulk to match either of the silhouettes I’d seen breaking down the door.  His eyes seem to pierce right through the glasses and reach down to my very core.  Danger emanates from him. 

I bristle and look away, heart racing.  

“Did you get a good look?” Rich asks.

It takes me a moment to remember myself, then I turn on him in a fury.  “Why did you do that?” I demand.

“Do what?”

“Slow down as we passed!  The man in the car rolled his window down and looked right at me!”

“Sorry.  I wanted to see who it was.”

“But now he’s seen me!”  I twist back in my seat, my heart still pounding in my chest.  “The car’s not following.  Rich, they’re not following us.”  I’m on the verge of hysteria.  “Is that a good thing?  Why aren’t they following us?  Rich?  Rich!”

“Penny.”  Rich reaches over and squeezes my hand.  “Relax.”  His hand moves up to lower the overhead visor.  He taps the mirror on the flipside.  “Look here.”

I do.  Relief floods over me when I see how much of my face the aviators hide.  I can hardly recognize myself under the enormous lenses.  I doubt even Abby would know it’s me if I show up in front of her wearing them. 

“Thanks,” I mumble.  “Sorry for freaking out.  I feel like a dork.”  I look back, and see the black car still standing on the street.  “Why aren’t they following us, though?”

“I don’t think they know my truck,” Rich says.  “I’ve driven it maybe twice in the past year.  I prefer my own feet, and everything is close by, anyway, on campus.”

“Oh.  So you’re a student here too, then?”  I can’t believe I don’t even know that about him.

“Kind of.”  Rich shrugs.  “I was supposed to graduate a few years ago, but I took some time off.  I have only a few credits left to complete.  But I never seem to find the time.”

“So being chased by mobsters is a regular occurrence for you, then?”  I smile.  “At least I’m glad I’m with a pro.”

He gives me a level look.  “That’s not funny.”  But then he breaks into a wide grin, betraying the words.

I laugh.  It seems the only thing left to do in the situation.  “So, what next?”

“Next,” Rich says, “I get you somewhere safe.”

 

***

 

Some time later, Rich’s Ford eases to a stop.  I hear the engine turn off.  I open my eyes groggily.  I must have dozed off without realizing it as he drove.

I look around, expecting to see his friend’s place outside… but no.  We’re at some tiny, rural gas station.  Tall evergreens surround us on all sides. 

I yawn and stretch my arms.  “How long have I been out?”

“Almost an hour and a half,” Rich answers. 

“Are we close, then?”

“About halfway there.  Maybe less.  This is the last gas station I know of on the way, though.”

“Just how far from the reaches of civilization are you taking me, Rich?”

He chuckles.  “Far enough to keep you safe.  It’s a small town, no more than five hundred people.”

“Good.  I was worried you’d leave me in the woods,” I joke, peering at the trees around us.

He laughs again.  “I’m not that cruel.  I’m going to fill up and take a look inside.  You want anything?”

“What I want,” I say, taking off my seatbelt, “is to stretch my legs.”  I put my hand on the handle to open the door when I hear a sharp intake of breath.  I look back at Rich.  There’s a tense expression on his face.  “Is something wrong?”

He blinks once… and then forces a smile.  “No.”  He shakes his head.  “Of course not.  Go ahead.”

“Weirdo,” I mutter as I open the door and step outside.  The fresh air hits me like an avalanche after the stuffy warmth of the car.  I stretch my arms and breathe in deeply, loving the scent of old trees in the air.  The air in California never seemed that bad, but I didn’t know how good a lungful of pure, unpolluted air felt until I moved north.

I turn back to find Rich with the nozzle stuck into the car.  He pauses.  “Damn!  I forgot.  I have to pay first.  Watch this for me, will you?”

Without waiting for my reply, he rushes off into the building, leaving the car hooked up to the gas pump.  “Watch this for me, will you,” I mimic under my breath.  As if somebody’s going to run up and steal the hose!

I lean against the side of his car and look around.  A curving dirt road runs one way into the woods.  On the other side of the gas station is the paved road I assume Rich used to get us here.  

The gas station attendant inside is the only other person present.  It’s quiet, serene.  The wind rustling the branches above me is the only sound to break the stillness.  I can imagine this station as lost somewhere in the far reaches of Alaska, serving lone truckers on their long routes through the unpopulated state.  

The wind picks up, and I shiver.  My sweater doesn’t offer much protection.  I decide to hop back into the car.  

My hand is on the handle when suddenly I see a dark reflection on the glass.  Just for a sliver of a second, I imagine that I see the black Lincoln driving on that curving dirt road.  I whirl around, heart racing, and see… nothing.  The road is empty.

I give a nervous chuckle.  Just my mind playing tricks on me, I think as I step through the door.  Not enough sleep and too much uncertainty will do that to a girl.  Just in case, though, I lock the doors.

A few minutes later, I’m startled by a knock on the window.  I’d been so caught up in looking at the road to prove the black Lincoln had just been a figment of my imagination that I didn’t notice Rich approaching.  I give a bashful grin and unlock the doors, letting him inside.

“Here,” he says.  “I got you something to drink.”  He hands me a lidded, plastic fountain cup. 

I take a sip, and make a face.  “Pepsi?  It’s so sweet.”

“Sorry,” he says.  “That’s all they had.  We’re outside of Coke country  here.”

I start to set it down, but he urges me, “Drink up.  The caffeine’s good for you.  I wouldn’t want you crashing when we get to my friend’s place.”  There’s an odd, focused look on his face that accompanies the request.  I don’t understand why it’s so important to him.  But I don’t want to cause a fuss over a little drink.

I position the straw between my lips and take a longer sip.  I feel a yawn coming on.  Maybe he’s is right, I think.  Maybe the caffeine will help me wake up.  I draw on the straw again, feeling the bubbles trail down my throat.  I frown.  The Pepsi does taste awfully sweet.  

I can’t stop the next yawn from escaping my mouth.  I feel my eyes getting heavy.  Rich is still leaning halfway into the car, looking at me intently.  

“What…” I try to say.  But, the word comes out mushy.  It’s like my tongue doesn’t want to respond.  My mouth feels like it’s full of cotton.  

I blink, feeling dazed.  I try to open my mouth to speak again, but a heavy languor washes over me.  I try to focus, but my thoughts are sluggish.  I can see Rich, still looking at me.  Watching.  Waiting.  Like a hawk.  Like a…

My eyes drift shut.  My limbs go numb.  I feel the drink fall from my fingers, but I don’t feel it hit my legs.

From some deep corner of my mind, I think I hear the words, “I’m sorry.”

All goes black.

 


Chapter Five

 

The first thing I know is the cold.  Icy cold, seeping into every living cell of my body.  It surrounds me, pressing down against my skin in its harsh embrace.  My body feels weak and confused.  My thoughts are… sluggish.

I try to remember where I am, but the memory won’t come.  I know it’s there, hiding somewhere in the depths of my mind.  Reaching it feels like groping about in a bucket of thick, viscous slop for the tiny pearl you know is at the bottom.  Even if your fingers brush against it, the vile liquid is too thick for you to sense it.

A shiver runs down my spine.  I draw a breath, and feel a sharp pain in my throat.  It’s from the cold.  Why is it so cold?

It’s also dark.  So, so dark.  Are my eyes closed?  It’s hard for me to tell.  

That’s when I know something is very wrong.  I can feel something pressing against my eyes.  I try to blink them open, but it doesn’t help with the dark.  Wait.  I’m blindfolded!

Suddenly, the memory I’ve been trying to reach comes crashing back.  Rich.  The gas station.  The Pepsi, and the Lincoln, and… oh God, I’ve been drugged!

Panic flares in my chest.  I try to move my arms, but they’re locked in place behind my back.  Tied to something.  I kick my legs.  They fare no better.  I squirm and twist, jerking around.  Nothing helps.  I’m tied up.  Bound.  And blindfolded.

Nothing makes sense.  Where am I?  The panic builds, threatening to transform into full-blown hysteria.  I thrash against my bonds, forcing my frozen body to fight against the restraints.  

I might as well be trying to walk through a wall.

Nothing works.  My breaths quicken, turning into sharp little gasps.  I feel a tightness settle over my chest.  I’m dizzy, I’m falling, I’m flailing—

Calm.

The thought comes out of nowhere and startles me.

Stay calm, Penelope.  Think things through, you idiot!

I stop struggling.  The thought seems to carry great gravitas.  I take a steadying, deep breath through my mouth.  The cold air stings  my lips, burns my throat, but it’s not as bad as before.  

Calm.  That state of mind seems as far away as the sun right now.  Still, I force myself into it.  It takes a few minutes, but when it comes, the panic slips away.  It’s replaced by a steely determination.  I have to understand what the hell is going on.  

One by one, I check on all my limbs.  My arms are definitely behind my back.  I feel something tight cutting into my wrists.  My fingers are numb, but I can move them.  I start making fists over and over to get the blood flow back.

My legs are beneath me at a sharp ninety-degree angle.  I can wiggle my toes, but when I try to move a leg forward, it’s held in place by something wrapped around my shin.  I am completely incapacitated.  For a second, I feel that panic trying to break free.  I stuff it down with a harsh vengeance.  

So.  Arms—tied.  Legs—tied.  Body—freezing cold.  Not much to work with.  Suddenly, I notice the sliver of light peeking through at the bridge of my nose.  Hope flares in my chest.  I shake my head back and forth, trying to slip the blindfold free.  It starts to fall.  Encouraged, I shake harder.  The heavy cloth drops to my neck.

I blink a few times against the sudden brightness.  Then, as my vision returns, I take stock of my surroundings.

I’m in some type of storage room.  Metal shelves stocked with cardboard boxes surround me.  I squint, trying to make out the labels on them.  Mott’s Clamato.  I frown, confused.  My eyes move to another box.  Grade-A Fresh Beef Patties.  

Then it hits me.  This isn’t a storage room.  It’s a walk-in, commercial freezer.  

How the hell did I end up here?  I look down at myself.  I’m seated on a dark wooden chair, like the type you’d find in a seedy bar.  The straps holding my legs in place are those plastic handcuffs that are impossible to remove without a knife.  My breath mists in front of my face as I try to turn my head around to get a look at my arms.  But there’s a pipe behind me that prevents me from doing so.  I try to scoot forward to get away from it, but the chair doesn’t move.  Obviously.  It’s tied to the pipe.  

A noise in front of me jerks my head toward the door.  The handle starts to turn downward.  A sickening mix of apprehension and fear roil in my stomach.

The hinges groan as the heavy door swings inward.  Two men walk in.

I recognize the first one immediately.  He’s the same gaunt, skinny man who had looked at me through the window of the Lincoln.  He’s wearing a crisp, beige suit with a black shirt underneath.  The light casts a white crown on his bald head.  His eyes are small, dark, and dangerous.  They flicker over me.  When he sees I’m awake, a slight smile forms on his lips.  It’s a bloodless smile that doesn’t touch his eyes.  It makes me want to recoil and look away, but I’m determined not to let him see my fear.

I meet his gaze and hold it instead, defiant to my very core.  His brows raise in brief amusement, and if anything, that sickening smile deepens.  Looking at his face is like viewing a walking corpse.  He steps to the side, still holding that silent smile, and lets his companion through.

The second man is a hulking, thickset thug with the face and body of a bear.  His lumbering bulk shifts heavily as he moves, and his deep, wide chest speaks of slabs of muscle underneath.  A black beard obscures half his face, a sharp contrast to the clean-shaven, bald appearance of the first man.  

The two seem polar opposites.  Whereas the man with the smile clearly takes care in the precision of his dress, this one does not.  He looks as disheveled as if he’d just stumbled out of the woods.  His black, leather jacket is rumpled, his jeans plain and threadbare, and his army boots worn and caked with mud.  Could he be the one who broke down Rich’s door?

He grunts as he walks into the room, then chuckles and crosses his arms.  “So,” he says as the door closes behind him.  “It looks like the sister is up, yes?”

I can’t quite place his accent.  It’s thick and heavy, just like the rest of him.  What had he call me?  “The sister?”  Why?  

I open my mouth to speak, but when I try to form the words, I realize that my tongue is still wooden from the sedative.  The noise I make comes out as a pitiful mumble.

This seems to amuse the bigger man.  He grins at his friend, and steps toward me.  As he nears, I smell the mix of cheap beer and tobacco wafting from his body.  It’s revolting. 

“Let’s see what the little bird has to say, yes?”  He kneels down beside me, so his face is level with mine.  The stench of his breath is sickening.  He cocks his head to one side, a crude smile on his face.  “Are you scared, little girl?”

I try to respond.  The words come out in an incoherent gurgle.  He smiles again, and brings one hand up to brush hairy knuckles against my cheek.  I squirm away in disgust, but his other hand darts up to catch the roots of my hair.  He forces my face toward his.  

“You are scared, yes,” he says in his deep bass.  He looks me up and down like an insect specimen on a  display board.  I struggle against his grip, but that only makes him hold me tighter.

All my calm abandons me as I understand the futility of my predicament.  I’m strapped to a chair, only semi-coherent from whatever drug is in my system.  I’m alone in a cold room with two terrifying men.  I can’t even do so much as scream.  I have absolutely no idea what’s going on or why I’m here.  I don’t know what these men want or why Rich has betrayed me.  All I know is fear.  Horrible, gut-wrenching fear.

My breathing becomes fast again.  I can hear the blood pounding in my ears.  I’m no idiot.  I know a hopeless situation when I see one.  This is like being dropped into a cage with two starving wolves—with raw venison steaks tied to your body.  I start shaking, whether from the cold, or from the fear, I can’t say.  There is no fucking room in my mind for calm anymore!

“Oh, there, there.  Hush, hush.”  The man runs the back of his fingers along the side of my jaw.  “We’re not going to do anything to you.  Not as long as you play along, yes?  All you have to tell us is—”

“Victor.”

The soft voice cuts through the air.  The man in front of me whips his head back, offering me blessed relief from his revolting breath.  “What?” he demands roughly.

“You are frightening the child.”  The suited-man’s voice is soft and slithery, like an eel.  He speaks in the hushed tone of someone used to being in command.  His voice makes my skin crawl.  “That is no way to treat our guest.  Come, now.”  He motions to the door.  “We will return again when she is fully lucid.”

The big man—Victor—turns back to me.  He does not let go of my hair.  “She looks fully lucid to me,” he says gruffly.  He looks me in the eye.  “You know exactly what is going on, yes?”  He forces my head forward and back in a cruel, makeshift nod.  Then he laughs.  “You see?  She is—”

I mumble something, cutting him off.

“What was that?”

I try again.  The words don’t come out.  Victor brings his face close to mine.  “She is trying to say something, yes?”  He smiles through his beard.  “Go on, little mouse.  Say what you want to say.”

Summoning all my strength, I spit in his face.

My plan backfires horribly.  My tongue is still heavy.  All I manage to do is get a little spittle on my chin.

Amusement shines in Victor’s eyes.  He stands up.  “The bitch tried to spit at me,” he says over one shoulder, rolling a sleeve up.  “Insolent whore needs to learn her place.”  He raises his hand above his head.  I flinch and brace myself for contact.  

But before he can swing at me, the other man comes to his side.  “Need I remind you, Victor, that she is wanted unharmed?”  Those beady, rat-like eyes focus singularly on Victor.  

For a moment, I think Victor’s going to hit me anyway.  But then he lowers his arm.  Grunts.  “More’s the pity,” he says, turning away.  “This one could use a bit of softening up.”

The two men leave, and the door slams shut.  After a minute, the lights go off.

 

***

 

I don’t know how much time I spend in that dark room.  Nobody else comes to see me.  I could use my tongue shortly after my captors left, but I will not demean myself by yelling.  I know how little good that will do.

So, I sit there, in the dark, in the cold, with only my thoughts and the faint buzz of the refrigeration mechanism keeping me company.  

I do not know what to make of any of this.  It’s obvious now that Rich had lied to me.  Why or to what purpose I cannot fathom.  Our meeting at the bar had been happenstance.  Being in his room when the men broke in had been back luck.  And while seeing the bald man in the Lincoln outside Rich’s apartment had been frightening, it had nothing to do with me.

Except that now, it does.  It is obvious that he and Rich know one another.  It’s obvious that Rich had drugged me and handed me over to him.

Why?  

None of it makes any sense.  Who am I to any of these people?  Nobody, that’s who.  I’ve only been in Oregon for a few weeks.  I have no family back in California.  As an orphan, I have no connections, no roots anywhere.

My presence here just doesn’t fit.

Were Victor and the other man trying to hold me hostage?  I snort a bitter laugh.  They couldn’t have picked a worse person to kidnap.  I have no family, no money, nothing precious to my name.  I’m new to the area, so have very few friends.  None of them were what I’d consider close.  Pathetic as it may be, Abby is the only person in my life who might care if I go missing.  And I say “might” with a very generous appraisal of her personality.

No, nobody out there would so much as bat an eyelash if they knew I was missing.  I’d come to Oregon with a clean slate.  I’d left everything behind in California.  So, if whoever my captors were planned to ransom me off, they’ll be in for a rude awakening when the bidding starts.

My mind recoils with the horrifying possibilities of what they might do then.  Two grown men with a helpless girl?  Two men who obviously have no qualms about breaking the law?

I shiver, not from the cold.  I don’t even want to think about the possibilities.

This is a fucking mess, and I know it.  I wish that I had some better understanding of what was—what is—going on.  I wish I’d never met Richard.  I wish—no!

I shake my head.  I can’t live with regrets.  All I can do, like I’ve always done, is persevere.  No matter how badly the odds are stacked against me.

I notice my arm going numb, and roll my shoulder in a circle to increase the blood flow.  I can’t feel my fingers or toes anymore.  The last thing I’d want, on top of all this, is to lose one of my digits to frostbite.  So, with nothing else to do, I force my hands to open and close, open and close, grimly determined to get some warmth back into them.

 

***

 

A loud, echoey sound scrapes from somewhere to my left.  I jerk my head toward it.  But I can’t see anything in the dark.  I hear a thump, followed by a soft curse.  My heart leaps to my throat.  I know that voice.  It belongs to Rich.

After a moment, a bit of light comes from his direction.  Right away, I see Rich’s shape crouched low against one wall.  He cups a Zippo with one hand, the small flame flickering against his face.  He squints his eyes, but I know he can’t see me yet.

“Penny?” he whispers softly.  “Penny, you in here?”  His voice rings hollow in the empty room.  I debate not answering.  The hesitation lasts only a second.

“Here,” I croak.

Rich looks up, and his eyes settle on me in the dark.  He makes his way over, careful not to make a noise.  Without a word, he steps behind me.  I hear the scratchy sound of a knife cutting plastic, and feel the vibration up and down my arms.

“What are you doing here?” I hiss.  I can’t turn my head back to look at him.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” he asks, repositioning himself to work on the straps around my shins.  “Rescuing you.”

“Rescuing me?” I say.  Unbelievable.  “I’m only here because of you!”

He ignores the comment as the final PlastiCuff snaps free.  He stands up and brings the Zippo close to my face, looking me over.  “Are you hurt?”

“Aside from the frostbite in my toes?  No, I’m just fine!”  I spit.

Rich exhales and runs a hand through his hair.  He looks as uncertain as I’ve ever seen him.  “Look, you can be as mad as you want,” he says.  “Later.  Right now, we need to get out of here.”  He walks to the door, and searches for the handle.  Finding it, he pushes it down and carefully pulls it inward.  Light shines in from outside.  “Come on.”

Rich is halfway out the room before he noticed I haven’t moved.  He glares back at me.  “What are you waiting for?”

I cross my arms.  I want nothing more than to get out of the cold.  But, I know better than to be careless around Rich.  “How can I trust you?” I ask.

He looks at me for a long moment.  His eyes flash at me.  Then he barks a crude laugh.  “You can’t.”

“And you expect me to go with you?”

He closes his eyes and rubs at his forehead in irritation.  When he opens them again, they’re afire with emotion.  “Do you have any other choice right now?”

“No,” I concede.  “But I could scream.  If you’re not supposed to be here, Victor and the other guy will make sure you’re in as much shit as I am.  And if you’re working with them—which seems so obvious given everything that’s happened—then you’re just trying to bait me into going somewhere I probably don’t want to be.”

Rich exhales loudly.  He closes the door a quarter of the way.  “God!  Are you always this dense?”  He grips me by the shoulders.  “I’m risking a lot just being here.  My life, in fact!  But that’s not the worst of it.”  He shakes his head.  “Of course you don’t understand.  I don’t expect you to.  But I will say this—” his eyes darken, and his fingers dig deep into my skin, “—I am not working with those men.”

The conviction in his words is undeniable.  But I already know how good a liar Rich is.  “I’m not convinced.”

“If I were working with them,” he reasons, his voice a low growl, “would I need to sneak in through the fucking ventilation shaft to get you?”

“It could be an act,” I point out stubbornly.  “Bait me into going with you to prove I’m uncooperative.  Victor seems like the kind with a lot of anger inside.  He’d jump on the chance to teach me a lesson.”

“Penny.  Look at me.”  Rich stares down at me and holds my gaze.  For the first time, I notice that his eyes are red from lack of sleep.  There are stress lines on his face that weren’t there before.  They make him look older.  No.  Not older.  Wearier.  “I promise you, I am not working with them.  Even if I were, it wouldn’t matter.  You’re not supposed to be in any danger.  You’re not the one they want.”

I blink.  “What do you mean?”

“Think!  Before you met me, did you believe anyone had reason to kidnap you?”

“No, but random crimes happen all the time—” I protest.

“They do not.”  He gives a mocking snicker.  “There’s always a motivation.  You’re so naïve sometimes, Penny.  But then I forget.  You’re still very young, aren’t you?”

“And you’re a condescending asshole,” I snarl, twisting out of his grip.  “I’ve gone through more shit in my life than would fit in two of yours.  That’s not even counting this fucking disaster!”

Rich glares at me.  For a second, I think he’s going to argue.  Instead, he takes a deep breath and holds his hands up placatingly.  “I’m sorry,” he says.  “I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”  He takes a small step toward me

“You do that a lot,” I note.  I look back.  I have nowhere to go.  I don’t want him any closer.

He smiles.  For the first time, the expression actually looks genuine.  “You bring out the best in me.”

“I—”

“Just listen.  The only reason you’re here is because these men believe you’re someone else.”

My eyes narrow.  “Who?”

Rich shakes his head.  “It’s a long story.  There’s no time right now.”  He looks over his shoulder, anxious.  “We need to get out.  I’ve distracted Tam, but Victor’s still around.  We’re going to need to get past him.”

“Tam?”

Rich points to his scalp.  “The bald one.  You wouldn’t think it, but he’s the more dangerous of the two.”

“Actually, I had a pretty good idea,” I comment drily.

Rich makes a sour expression of disbelief.  “Right.  Whatever.  Point is, we’re losing time squabbling over nothing.  I came here to get you out.  Until I do that, I’m not leaving you alone.”

“And if I refuse?”

“If you refuse,” Rich smiles, “I’ll give you another Pepsi and carry you out over my shoulders.”

 

***

 

As I follow Rich through the back corridors of the building, my mind teems with unanswered questions.  It’s obvious from the surroundings that we are in some type of bar.  We pass a storage room, a kitchen, and a peculiar looking closet stacked to the ceiling with unlabeled wooden crates.  When I ask Rich about them, he shakes his head and tells me it’s better not to know.

So, I follow him quietly through the halls, trying to find the answers that would let any of this make sense.

Rich had said I wasn’t the one Tam and Victor wanted.  That meant he knew about my mistaken identity, even though they did not.  The only reasonable conclusion was that, for one reason or another, Rich had set me up.  He’d pawned me off to the two men, misleading them to believe I was somebody else.  But, who?  And, why?

I look at Rich warily.  I’m stuck with him for now, but have every intention of escaping from his company as soon as I get the chance.  How can I trust somebody like him?  I cannot.

He peeks around one corner, then recoils, cursing.  “Shit!”

“What is it?” I whisper.

“Victor’s there.  Between us and the doors.”  He gestures for me to come and look.  Carefully, I bring my head around the corner.  We’re standing at the staff entrance to the bar.  I can see the entire place from here.  It’s dark, grimy, and empty.  The chairs are stacked upside down on the tables, each a replica of the one I’d been tied to.  Dust covers most of them.  It doesn’t look like there has been a patron here for weeks.

My eyes move to the doors, obvious even in the dim light by the red “EXIT” sign above them.  Sure enough, Victor is there.  He’s seated at a table close to the doors, leaning his great bulk over a light in his hands.  His phone.

He has a pitcher of beer on the table.  I watch as he takes a bored swallow, wipes his beard with one hand, and turns his attention back to his phone.

I turn back to Rich.  “Now what?  We can’t just get by him, can we?  Is there another way out?”

Rich shakes his head.  “The back exit leads to an alley that’s fenced off.  This is the only way in or out.”

“How did you get in here?”

“Through a window,” Rich shrugs.  “But it’s a long drop down.”

I jump as Victor coughs, choking on a mouthful of beer.  When he quiets down, my heart is beating so loudly in my chest that I’m afraid the sound will give us away.  “Let’s do it,” I say, my voice unsteady.  I take a breath to settle my nerves.  “Try the window, I mean.”

Rich shakes his head again.  “It’s too high up to reach from inside.”  He gives me an appraising look.  “Especially for you.”

I hit him on the arm playfully before I remember myself.  I blush at my own stupidity.  His eyebrows go up in surprise, but that’s all the reaction he gives.

“I climbed a gutter outside to reach the window,” he continues.  “There’s nothing either of us can grab onto to reach it from inside.  Our only option is in front of us.”

“Guarded by a bear,” I mutter under my breath.

“Right.”  Rich smiles.  “But you haven’t seen me in action yet.”

“What?” I ask.  “What do you mean…?”

Before the words are out of my throat, Rich is gone.  With the slender grace of a dancer, he slides soundlessly behind the bar.  He ducks down.  When he reemerges there’s a heavy wine bottle in his hand.  He shoots me a smile and wink, then crouches low and begins darting from the cover of one table to the next.  

I have a bad feeling about what Rich is planning.  But I can’t do anything but watch.

Victor is still engaged with his phone.  Rich moves like a ninja, until he’s mere feet away from Victor.  The bigger man still has no idea anything’s going on behind him.

My nails dig deep into the flesh of my palms.  I’m dying from anxiety.  If anything goes wrong…

Rich straightens behind Victor.  He glances over at me, to make sure I’m watching, and gives me a great, wide smile.  Hit him! I want to scream.  Every moment Rich delays just gives Victor another moment to turn around and see us.  

With the showmanship of a street performer, Rich flips the bottle in the air.  He catches it by the neck on its way down.  His arrogance astounds me.  Victor is still oblivious to what’s going on behind his back.  Finally, mercifully, Rich hefts the bottle with both hands, brings it above one shoulder, and swings it at Victor’s head.

The bottle crashes into the big man’s skull with enormous force.  The glass shatters.  Victor collapses from his seat to the floor.  Dark, frothy liquid gushes everywhere.

Rich looks down, then back at me.  “See?” he calls out.  “Easy as—”

“Oh, my God!” I scream, “Rich, watch out!” 

Rich whips around.  He jumps back just in time to avoid Victor’s lunge at his legs.  Apparently, the bottle did nothing but daze the enormous man.

Victor pushes himself to his knees.  His face is twisted in a dark mask of fury.  Blood trickles down the back of his neck from the head wound.  His eyes find Rich.  “You,” he growls.  With an ear-splitting roar, Victor launches himself at Rich.

Rich sidesteps the attack—but just barely.  Victor crashes into a table, knocking over the chairs stacked on top.  He picks himself up and turns around.  Rich is positioned about ten feet away, his hands up defensively, his knees bent.  Rich is the taller of the two, but I would never have bet on him in this fight.  Victor must outweigh him by at least eighty pounds.

Victor picks up a chair and hurls it at Rich.  Rich ducks under its path.  It collides with another stack of chairs behind him, sending them all toppling to the floor.

“Come now,” Rich taunts in a low voice.  “Is that all you’ve got?”

Enraged, Victor roars again and barrels toward Rich.  At that moment, I’m reminded of a linebacker with a clear lane to sack the quarterback.  Rich surprises me with his quickness.  He kicks up a stool just before Victor reaches him, then curls to the side and slams it hard against Victor’s back.  The stool shatters.  Pieces flew everywhere.

The blow sends the bigger man staggering a few steps.  When he turns around, there’s bloodlust in his eyes.  “I’m going to kill you,” he promises Rich.  “And when I’m done, I’m going to go back and rape that slut sister of yours.”  He smiles through his thick beard.  “In fact, I think I might keep you alive long enough to watch, yes?  Just so you can hear her scream.”

Rich doesn’t answer.  Victor reaches to his belt.  My heart leaps to my throat when I see him pull out a large hunting knife.  Rich has no chance against an armed man Victor’s size—not without a weapon of his own.  

Not a flicker of fear shows on Rich’s face.  Only grim determination.  

Never taking his eyes off Victor, he kneels down and picks up a broken leg of the stool.  The piece of wood isn’t much longer than Victor’s knife.  He might as well be fighting with a pillow for all the advantage it gives him.

This time, Victor approaches Rich slowly.  Rich steps sideways, and the two men start circling each other in the clearing they made.  Victor continues his taunts, but Rich does not respond.  He just watches the big man, cautious, wary.  

Without warning, Victor lunges forward and stabs at Rich’s body.  Rich steps aside and hits Victor’s extended arm away, letting the large man’s momentum carry him forward.  With a flick of the wrist, Rich’s wooden rod comes up, and catches Victor in the mouth.  I hear a sickening crunch.

Victor falls against a table.  He spits out a mouthful of blood, then picks himself up and spins around, swinging his knife wildly.  The blade catches nothing but air.  Rich is already a safe distance away.

Rich and Victor begin to circle one another again.  It’s like watching two feral cats, each searching for a weakness in the other.  Victor tries another slash, aimed at Rich’s face.  Rich swoops beneath it.  He slams his makeshift weapon into Victor’s knees.  Victor cries out in a mixture of pain and rage.

I don’t know where Rich learned to fight, but I decide that I’d underestimated him before.  Even without a real weapon, he’s more than a match for Victor.

As Victor scrambles up again, the blood making a nasty red stain where his mouth should be, I also decide that now is my best chance to slip away unseen.

I crouch low and start to make my way from table to table, keeping to the outside of the room.  The sounds of the fight continue.  Mostly it’s just Victor’s heavy breathing, interrupted every so often by a curse, or a grunt, or another roar.  I take that as a good sign.  It means that Rich still has the upper hand.

I creep from table to table, quick as a rabbit.  Soon, I’m at the last table before the doors.  They’re at the end of a short corridor.  But, there’s a problem: There’s nowhere for me to take cover between here and there.  

My only chance is to make a run for it.  I peek over the tabletop to where the men are fighting.  They’re still focused on each other.  But if I stand and run, I’d be dangerously exposed.  Even if I get outside, I don’t know how far my still-frozen limbs can carry me.  I don’t even know where this bar is.

I duck down, considering my options.  The grunts and noises of the fight continue.  If I wait for Rich to win… then I’ll be putting myself back in his arms.  

Fool me once, shame on you.  Fool me twice, shame on me.  I do not want to rely on Rich for anything else.  Ever again.  

That seals my decision.  Taking a deep breath, I stand and run forward…

“Penny!”  It’s Rich.  “No!”

I spin around.  Horror fills me at what I see.  

Victor is staring at me with rage in his eyes.  He’s bloodied and bruised, while Rich is none the worse for wear.  But Victor is about twenty feet closer to me than Rich is.

With a vicious snarl, Victor launches himself at me.  Horrified, I turn and run for the doors.  I reach them, and press down on the handle.  They don’t budge.  

Oh, shit!!! 

I turn around to see the hulking beast of a man lumbering toward me.  A sharp beam of light reflects from his cruel blade.  I hesitate too long in the corridor, and suddenly I’m trapped.  Victor’s massive shape fills my only escape route.  He stops, his eyes dark and greedy.  He looks like something out of a horror movie.  Blood mattes his hair and continues running down his neck.  His gaping mouth is red and snarling like an inferno.  I have nowhere to go.  I—

All of a sudden, Victor crashes to the floor.  The knife slides out of his grip and comes to rest at my feet.  Bewildered, I look up.  Rich has tackled Victor and wrestled him to the ground.  They grapple with each other, Victor snarling and trying to flip over, Rich desperately pinning his arms to the ground.  The heavier man clearly has the advantage on the floor.  Rich might be taller, his arms might be longer, but he doesn’t have Victor’s raw strength.  Not even close.

All thought of escape has abandoned me at this point.  I know that if I don’t help Rich, he’ll lose.  And then Victor will have me to himself.  Tam will come back.  They’ll tie me up again.  Rape me.  Maybe worse.

Those possibilities run through my head in less time than it takes to blink.  Acting on pure instinct, I grab the knife and rush forward.  Rich is still on top, but Victor has managed to turn himself over.  Rich is fighting off Victor’s arms with all his might, but he’s at a clear disadvantage.  I see my chance.  Sliding to my knees, I stop just short of the struggle and press the sharp edge of the blade against Victor’s neck.

The man freezes.

“One wrong move, you asshole,” I say, surprised at the venom in my voice, “and I slit your throat.”  I don’t know if I’m actually capable of doing that.  Victor doesn’t know, either.  I look up and meet Rich’s eyes.  They’re wide with surprise.  I nod.

He reaches over and takes the knife from me.  Victor’s arms are sprawled wide on the floor.  Even he knows a losing situation when faced with one.

I rise, and step back carefully.  Rich looks at me, all of his surprise gone.  “We’re going to have to tie him down,” he says.  “Check behind the bar.  Maybe there are more of those plastic things they used on you.”  I’m surprised at the steadiness of his voice.  My whole body is shaking—and I hadn’t even been in the fight.

I nod and run to the bar.  Halfway there, I hear Rich grunt.  I turn back.  “What is it?”

To my surprise, I see Rich take the blade away from Victor’s throat.  “He’s out cold,” he explains, picking himself up.  “The blood loss must have finally got to him.”

I hesitate.  “Are you sure?”

“The bastard must have lost four pints of blood, maybe more.”  Rich prods at Victor’s shoulder with his foot.  “Anybody else would have passed out long ago.  The man doesn’t know when to quit.  I’ll give him that.”

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” I ask.  “The whole time, you were so calm—Oh God, Rich, your leg!”

“What?”  He looks at where I’m pointing, and gives a sour grunt.  “Oh, that?  That’s nothing.  A little knick I got from the fight.”

It definitely isn’t “nothing,” and it’s definitely more than “a little knick.”  There’s a dark stain on the side of Rich’s left quad.  His jeans are cut right in the middle of it.  Each time Rich breathes, the stain grows larger.

“Really, Penny, I’ve been hurt worse before.”  To prove his point, he takes a step toward me.  When his weight shifts to his left leg, his knee suddenly gives out.

I reach his side before he can hit the floor.  I catch him by the waist, grunting with the effort of holding him up.  “Nothing?” I ask.  Looking down, I can see that his white sock is stained red.  “Rich, you’re bleeding badly.  We need to get you to a hospital!”

“No.”  He shakes his head.  “Just help me to a chair.”  I do, and he settles down heavily.  “I need to get some pressure on it to stop the bleeding.  Here.”  He hands me the knife.  For the first time, I notice that the blade is red with Rich’s blood.  “Cut me a strip from Victor’s jacket.”

I rush over to the unconscious man and kneel down.  Before I start cutting, I look back at Rich.  “Are you sure he won’t wake up?”

“You could fire a cannon by his ear and he won’t wake up.”  Rich takes his hand away from his wound, and grimaces at what he sees.  “Hurry, Penny.  I don’t know how long we have until Tam comes back.”

The reminder spurs me into action.  I hack off the sleeve, then run over to Rich and help him tie it around his leg.  “How is it?”

Rich extends his leg, testing it.  He stands up, and takes a cautious step forward.  “Not bad.”  I know he’s lying by the grimace on his face.  “I can still walk, so that’s good.”

“Rich, we should really get you to a hospital—”

He stops me mid-sentence.  “No.  That’s a terrible idea.  We’ll just be sitting ducks for Tam and his cronies to come find us.  Besides, I’m just—” His knee buckles again and he lunges forward.  I dart to him and put my arm around his waist to hold him up.

“You’re not,” I scold.  “You can barely stand.  We need to get you proper attention—”

“Penny, look around!” Rich yells.  “Do you not remember where we are?  Did you forget what just happened?  We need to get the hell away from here as fast as we can!  Do you think that when Tam comes back he’ll just sit on his fucking hands and wait for Victor to get up?  No!  He’ll go looking for us.  For me.  For you.  And he’ll find us, unless we’re far, far away.”  

I don’t respond.  If I open my mouth now, I know I’ll just get yelled at.  Given that Rich is probably close to losing the same amount of blood as Victor had, I decide it’s best to avoid a flare-up.  

I take a deep breath, and speak very deliberately.  “Where to, then?”

“Out.  I’m parked on the street.  From there, we just drive.”

“Where?”

“Away.”

I help Rich limp to the door.  There, he bends down and lifts up the bottom latch, making me feel like an idiot.  He pushes open the door into the cool night air.

I glance back before leaving.  The bar looks like a war zone.  Toppled tables, broken glass, and Victor’s blood is everywhere.  Stains from every step Rich had taken make dark red spots on the floor.  

I shudder.  Somehow, despite going through all that, I made it out all right.


Chapter Six

 

We drive for hours.  Rich doesn’t say where we’re going, and I don’t ask.  The whole time, he stares straight ahead, his eyes on the road.  The tension in the truck is thick.  

I don’t dare move, except to sneak a glance at Rich every once in a while.  Every time I do, he seems paler.  In spite of everything he’s done, I’m worried about him.  The wound in his leg has stopped bleeding, but I can tell by his face that it still pains him.  I’m half-afraid he might pass out and veer into the oncoming lane.

He proves resilient, though.  Maybe I should expect that of him by now.  For better or for worse, I am stuck with him for the foreseeable future.

Finally, he takes an exit off the highway and pulls up to a ramshackle motel on an empty street.  Half the letters in the neon “VACANT” sign are dark.  The rest flicker on and off like dying fireflies.  

Rich doesn’t park out front.  Instead, he turns off onto a gravel road and stops his truck out back.  He turns the engine off.  “We’re here.”

I swallow hard.  Rich’s eyes are bloodshot.  His face is ghostly-pale.  He looks as if he hasn’t slept for a week.  “Okay,” I say softly.

He grunts, and staggers out of the cabin.  I run around to catch him.  He mutters a low thanks, then points to a flight of stairs.  I help him all the way up.  On the third floor, he stops in front of a green door and unlocks it with a key.  He pushes off me to step inside.  I follow him through.

The room is a little bigger than the first motel where we had stayed.  There’s one queen bed, a brown sofa, and a kitchenette to the side.  A balcony overlooking the front road is directly in front of me.  The sliding door is open, and a draft of chilly night air blows through the room.  I close the door behind me to cut it off.

Rich heads to the kitchen counter.  I notice an open bottle of whiskey there, along with a half-filled shot glass.  Rich takes the shot, pours more whiskey to the rim, and downs it.  He motions at me with the bottle.  “You want some?”

I shake my head.  “No.”

“Suit yourself.”  Rich shrugs and pours a third shot.  He dips his head back to swallow it whole, setting the glass on the counter with a loud thud.  Then he pushes away, clutching at his leg, and painfully limps to the sofa.  He collapses and closes his eyes.

Carefully, I pick my way to him.  I’m still wary.  Instead of sitting beside him, I perch on the edge of the bed.  I wait for him to speak.  

A good ten minutes pass without either of us saying anything.

I open my mouth… and close it again.  Being here with him goes against every safety instinct in my body.  Rich had sold me out.  He’d drugged me and given me up to Tam and Victor.  I still don’t know why.

But, he’d also came back for me.  He’d fought Victor for me, too.  Rich had flown across the room right when I thought Victor was going to get me.  He did it despite his bad leg.  He’d tackled the thug to the ground, even though Victor had a knife, even though Victor was stronger, just to save me.  It could have all ended horribly for him.

Despite everything he has done to me, I owe him.  Sure, maybe I wouldn’t have been in this situation were it not for him, but he had risked his life for me.  He’d done it right before my eyes.  For that, I could show him a little gratitude.

I have to stay cautious, though.  There are so many unanswered questions in my mind.  Where did Rich learn to fight?  Who did Tam and Victor think I was?  Perhaps most important of all:  Why did Rich come back for me?

I glance at the car keys Rich had tossed aside on the kitchen table.  It would be easy for me to grab them and make a run for it right now.  He’ll never catch me—not with his leg.  If I was quiet, I could be in his truck before he even realizes I am gone.  I know there’s enough gas in the tank to get me to the nearest city center.  From there, it would be a short distance to the police station.  If I told them everything that had happened, they would help me.

Leaving now is what any sane person would do.  It is what I should do.  I’d be free of Rich and all his problems.  I start to push myself up…

And sit back down.  Something compels me to stay.  I can’t just leave without getting answers.  I can’t just leave without understanding what is going on.  I thought I understood things, back before the gas station.  It turned out I hadn’t had the slightest clue.  

Most of all, I can’t leave without getting an explanation from Rich about what he had done.

His eyes are still closed.  His chest rises and falls with deep, heavy breaths.  “…Rich?” I say softly.

After a moment, he opens one eye to peer at me.  His face screws up.  “God.  You’re still here?”

“Of course I’m here,” I frown.  “Where else would I be?”

Rich groans and rubs both eyes with the palms of his hands.  “Can’t you take a hint?”  He motions blindly at the keys on the table.  “I left them there for a reason, you know.”

“I thought about it,” I admit.  He cuts me off with a cruel laugh.

“You thought about it?  Penny, please tell me, what is there to think about?”  His eyes shoot open, and he glares at me.  “Any person with half a brain would be fifty miles away if they had ‘thought about it.’  What are you still doing here?”

I never expected it, but his words sting.  “You… want me to go?”

Rich shoots off the couch like a rocket.  “Yes, I want you to go!”  He staggers over to the table, picks his car keys up, and dangles them in the air between the two of us.  “Here!” he taunts.  “Maybe if I spell it out for you: I.  Want.  You.  To.  LEAVE!”  He slams the keys down on the table in disgust, then limps to the kitchenette.  He takes a shot straight from the bottle.  

I stare at him as he gulps down the spirit.  He slams the bottle back onto the counter.  His eyes find mine.  

“Well?” he demands.  “What are you doing?  Go, Penny!  Leave!”  He sniffs, then takes another generous swig.  He sets the bottle down, steps back, and takes a moment to compose himself.  When he speaks again, his voice is low.  Dangerous.  “If it’s permission you need, Penelope, you have it,” he sneers.  “Take my Ford and drive away.  Go to the cops.  Go back home.  Go wherever the fuck you need to go.  Go, and get away from me!”

“Rich, I—”

“GODAMMIT!”  He startles me by picking up the shot glass and hurling it at the door.  It shatters in hundreds of sharp pieces.  “That way, Penny!” he screams.  “That’s the way out.  That’s the way you want to go.  That—” his voice becomes a roar, “—is the way AWAY FROM ME!”

I don’t dare move.  I’ve never seen Rich like this.  It scares me.  

Sure, I had seen his temper flare before.  But never this bad.  His eyes burn like embers in his skull.  An angry vein pulses along his neck.  I know he’s not in the right state of mind.  He’s exhausted.  He’d been drinking, and he’d lost a lot of blood.  I have no idea what he is capable of at this point.  

Neither do I know what makes me choose my next words.  “I don’t want to go.”

“What?”  Rich’s voice cracks through the air like a whip.  He takes a menacing step toward me.  I shy back.  “What did you say?” he seethes.

I swallow, but meet his glare.  I will not let him see I’m afraid.  “I said, I don’t want to go.  I don’t want to take your truck.  I don’t.  I don’t.”

I expect another outburst of anger.  I expect him to yell again.  I expect him to demand for me to get the fuck out of his sight.  Any of those things would make more sense than what he does next.

He throws his head back and laughs.  His whole body shakes as he does it.  He tilts his head back and raises both arms in the air.  “Mother of God,” he says.  “Why?”

The question throws me for a loop.  “Why?” I repeat.  “I don’t know why, Rich.”  I make my voice as calm and soothing as I can.  “You got me out of that bar.  You might have put me in the situation in the first place, but you came back and rescued me.  You risked your life doing so.  You probably saved mine when you tackled Victor to the ground.  That counts for something.”  I pause to take a breath, choosing my next words carefully.  “I don’t know why you did any of it, Rich.  But I know you’re not a bad person.”

“You’re wrong,” he says.  “What I did to you at the gas station—”

“Was unforgiveable,” I pick up.  “And me staying is not the same thing as me forgiving you.  But I can still be grateful for what you did after.  Now, I don’t know half of what’s going on.  Hell, I don’t even know a tenth!  But, I know that you do.  I’m not going to leave until you tell me.  If you don’t, I’m going to work hard to piece it together myself.”

I continue after taking a breath.  “A person can’t just go through what I did and simply forget about it.  I need answers, Rich—whether you want to give them to me or not.  So?  What’ll it be?  Will you tell me?”  I hesitate, and then add in a quieter voice, “Because maybe then, I can help you.”

Rich stares at me like he’s never seen me before the entire time I speak.  His mouth works for a few moments, but no words come out.  Finally, he just shakes his head.  “You’re crazy,” he says.  “You are absolutely, bat-shit crazy, you know that?”  He leans over the table, picks up the keys, and examines them.  “For any other person, these would represent the path to freedom.”  He lobs them into the air, toward me.  They make a high arc so I have plenty of time to react.  I catch them, then simply set them down on the bed.  

Rich shakes his head again.  “But not for you.  Why, Penny?  Why do you want to stay?”

“I told you why.”

“No.  You gave me an explanation you want me to believe.  Something plausible you think might make sense.  It sounds good in theory, sure, but I know it’s not the half of it.  Not by a long shot.  So, Penny… why?”

I give a nervous laugh.  I don’t like how easily he’d seen through me.  “I don’t really know why,” I admit.  “It’s just… something I feel.  Leaving now isn’t the right thing to do.”

Rich grunts.  “Fair enough.  But I warn you: If you stick around, I can’t guarantee your safety.”

“I think we’re well past that point, anyway,” I comment dryly.

Rich snickers.  “Right.  But if you stay, you have to know we’re both going to be in danger.  Real danger.  After Tam sees what we did to Victor, it’ll become personal.  Both of us are going to be wanted.  Hunted.  We’re going to have to hide—”

“Hold on.  You still haven’t explained anything.  Who are Tam and Victor?  How do they relate to you?  Are they the same men who broke into your apartment?  And what on earth did they want with me?”  A new thought occurs.  “Victor called me your sister.  Twice.  Is that who they think I am?”

Rich exhales audibly.  “Listen, Penny, that’s a long story.  If you’re really going to stay, I can tell you what I know in the morning.”  He gives a sly look.  “The truth this time.  None of the half-baked lies from before.”

“Of course I’m going to stay.  I told you so, didn’t I?”

Rich shrugs.  “I expect you might change your mind through the night.  You know where the keys are, if you do.”  He smiles weakly.  “I won’t hold it against you if I wake up to find you gone.”

I take the keys, walk over to Rich, and place them firmly in his hand.  “Keep them,” I say.  “I’m not going to change my mind.”

 

***

 

Despite Rich’s insistence that we try to get some sleep, I think both of us are too amped up for any real rest.  He’d given me the entire bed, while he’d taken the couch.  It was a strange, gentlemanly gesture.  But after going through the hell that was today, I don’t think either of us are ready to bring our undefined relationship into the mix.

I toss and turn for what seems like hours.  When I finally give up and open my eyes, I see that only thirty minutes have passed.  I look at the sofa.  Rich isn’t there.  That’s when I hear the clacking sound of the vertical blinds swaying in the breeze.  My eyes move to the balcony door.  It’s slightly ajar.

I walk up to it and look outside.  I find Rich sitting on the floor, his feet dangling over the ledge.  That whiskey bottle is at his side.

“Hey,” I say softly as I open the door.  “Mind if I join you?”

Rich nods without looking back.  “Sure.”

I settle down beside him—not too close, but not far away, either.  “What are you doing out here?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”  Rich picks the bottle up and cradles it in his lap.  “You?”

“Same.”  I look forward.  A lonely road runs past the empty parking lot out front.  Thick evergreens line the other side of the street.  It’s impossible to see past them.  The night swallows up everything else.  Right now, it feels like Rich and I are the only people left on earth.  “Where are we?”

Rich gives a sour chuckle.  “You didn’t see the signs on the drive?”

I shake my head. 

“We’re somewhere by Baker City.  You heard of it?”

“No.”

“Me neither.”  He looks at me and smiles.  “That bodes well for our escape.”

My hands feel empty, so I run a finger up and down metal railing.  “Rich?  Can I ask you something?”

“Hmm?”

“Why me?”

He brings the bottle to his lips and tips it back.  He takes a long time to answer.  “It’s like this, Penny,” he begins.  

That is the moment I notice that his leg is bleeding again.

“Rich,” I gasp, interrupting him.  “Look!”

He turns to see where my attention is directed, and curses.  “Shit.”

“You don’t feel that?” I ask, aghast.

Rich brings the bottle close to my face.  “Alcohol’s a great inhibitor.”

“Is that why you’re drinking?”  I place my hand on his thigh before he can answer.  He grimaces at my touch.  “Oh, Rich, this is bad.  The sleeve is soaked right through.”

   “You’re not doing me any favors poking at it,” he says, pushing my hand away.

I square my shoulders to him.  “Take off your pants.”

“What?”

“You heard me.  Take.  Off.  Your.  Pants.”  The exasperation is clear in my voice.  “If your damn man pride prevents you from going to the hospital, the least we can do is clean and bandage the wound.”

“I’m fine,” Rich defends, turning away.  “And if you haven’t noticed, we don’t exactly have the materials needed for—ah, ah, AHH!”  Rich spins around and glares at me.  “Why did you do that?”

I remove the fingers I used to put pressure on his leg.  “To prove a point.  You’re not fine.  What will you do if this gets infected?  Do you want your whole leg amputated?”  I toss my head to clear the hair from my eyes.  “Now, do as I say!  Take off your pants.”  I give him a wicked smile.  “If I remember correctly, you had no trouble with that request a few nights ago.”

Rich grumbles and stands up, muttering the whole time.  I pretend not to hear his remarks.  He unwraps the leather strip from Victor’s jacket, then yanks his pants down.

At least this time, he’s wearing boxers, I note to myself as I open the door.  “Come inside.  There’s more light to see.  Do you need help walking?”

“I got it,” he tells me, leaning on the window frame to shuffle in.  He isn’t putting any weight on his injured leg.  When I put my arm around his waist, he doesn’t push me away.

I help him to the couch and let him sit, then hurry to switch on the light.  When I turn back, an inadvertent gasp escapes my throat. 

“That bad, huh?” Rich quips.  “Don’t tell me you’re squeamish at the sight of a little blood.”

Ignoring him, I rush over and go down on my knees in front of his wounded leg.  The cut isn’t deep, but it’s long, running nearly all the way from his hip to his knee.  Definitely more than “a little knick.”

“Damn all men and their macho pride,” I mutter as I hurry outside to grab the whiskey bottle.  I run back to the bathroom to get a clean towel.  “Here,” I say, shoving both items at Rich.  “Use that to clean it.”  Something else occurs to me, and I turn back to pull the cover from the bed.  “And sit on this so you don’t stain the entire sofa.”

Rich frowns and lifts up his leg.  “It’s a little bit late for that.”

He’s right.  “Fine,” I concede.  “But start cleaning the wound.  I don’t want it to—”

“Penny.”  He interrupts my by lifting up his hands.  “I’m fine.  Seriously.  I don’t need you to take care of me.  I know it might look bad, but I’ve been in more than a few fights before.  I’ve gotten scuffed up worse than this.  You’re just overreacting because there’s a lot of blood.  I know how girls are.”

“Oh, you know how girls are, do you?” I demand, stalking up to him.  I snatch the bottle and towel from his hands.  

“No, don’t…” Rich tries to protest as I pour the whiskey on the cloth.  “Damn it!  Do you know how much that cost me?”

“Sit still, and don’t fidget,” I tell him in my most commanding tone.  I start dabbing the wet towel around the cut.  Even though I pretend to be irritated with him, I take great care to clean the wound gently.  Rich stiffens at first, then relaxes when he sees I’m not trying to hurt him.  Still, every once in a while, I catch a tender spot, causing him to suck air sharply through gritted teeth.

I clean the blood away with quiet efficiency.  Victor’s knife cleaved Rich’s skin right in two, but thankfully did not go deep into the muscle.  I pause to retrieve another towel, then hold it tight against the parts that start bleeding again.

Rich watches me the entire time without saying a thing.  I’m so focused on what I’m doing that I’m surprised when he reaches over and tucks an errant strand of hair behind my ear.  “Man pride,” he says softly.  “I like that.”

I sniff.  I don’t meet his eyes so I can hide my smile.  

When I’m done, I stand up and shove both towels into his hands.  “There.  Now, if it starts bleeding, use those to stem the flow.”  I stop, shake my head, and run to the bathroom to get a couple of fresh ones.  I give those to him instead.  “Use the clean ones,” I correct.  “I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?” he calls out.

“We can’t just leave you like that.  I need bandages, real antiseptic, probably some pain killers.”  I look around the room.  “Where did you put those keys?”

“Oh.”  Rich tilts his head in the direction of the open balcony.  “They’re in my jeans.  Front right pocket.”

“Right.”  I nod, and go out to get them.  When I return, Rich seems strangely melancholy.

“You know,” he says quietly, “I don’t really expect you to come back.”

“What?” I turn on him, temper flaring—

“I mean, I can appreciate what you did for me.  But we’re both adults.  There’s no need to pretend.  Most girls would have just sneaked out, or waited until I was asleep.  You did your part to help—” he gestures at his leg, “—but I know what you really want.  Like I said before, I won’t hold it against you.  And… you don’t need to feel guilty about leaving, either.”

“What?” I repeat.  “Rich, I am not leaving.  I’m going out to find a store, and…”  I trail off, remembering that I don’t have my wallet or any money.

“Wait.  Fuck.  I’m such an idiot.  Before you go…” he motions to the TV stand.  “The top drawer in the bureau.  I can’t believe I forgot.”

Confused, I walk over and pull open the drawer.  What I find inside makes me so happy I could scream.  There, at the bottom of the wooden chamber, lies my familiar faux-leather wallet.

I snatch it up and open it hungrily.  Relief blooms in my stomach when I find all my IDs inside—even the poor fake I wanted to use the night I had met Rich.  

I spin around.  I can’t keep the delight from my voice.  “Rich, this is amazing!  Did you get it from Victor?  How?”  I notice the wallet seems a bit thicker than I remember.  Curious, I open the cash sleeve.  I’m shocked to find a bunch of fifty-dollar bills inside.  “Rich, what is this?”

“I remember you telling me you were low on funds,” he says matter-of-factly.  “So, I put some money inside.”

“What are you talking about?  Why would you give me money?”  I riffle through the bills, doing a quick count in my head.  “There’s more than a grand in here!  I can’t take that!”

“You can, and you will.  It’s just money.  God knows, I have enough as it is.”

“What do you mean?”

He shakes his head.  “Never mind.  I just can’t believe I forgot to give it to you before.”  He barks a laugh.  “Imagine, if you had left earlier tonight, I would have had to track you down to give it to you.”

“Rich, I told you, I am not leaving!”

“Right.  Whatever.  Wait until you hear the answer to your question before you decide.”

“What question?”

“How I got your wallet.”

I narrow my eyes.  “How?”

He takes a deep breath.  “I didn’t get it from Victor.  Or from Tam.  Or from the bar.  The truth is: I’ve always had it.”

“You… what?”

Rich laughs again.  Humorlessly.  “You see?  Don’t be so quick to say you’ll come back.  Remember when you woke up in the middle of the night with me to find someone banging on the door?”

“Yes,” I say slowly.  “That was what started this whole thing.”

“Nope.  That had been an act.  To…” he takes a deep breath.  “To dupe you into coming with me.”

“Coming with you?  Where?”

“Away.”

“No.”  I shake my head.  I don’t know if I can believe my ears.  I don’t believe my ears.  The room starts to spin.  “I saw those men breaking down the door.  I saw what they did to your apartment.  No.  That couldn’t have been an act.”

“It could, and it was.  All of it was just a ruse to get you to come with me.”

“A ruse?  Why?”  The spinning gets worse.  I put a hand against the wall to steady myself.  “Rich, you’ve been drinking.  You’re still drunk.  You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“My mind is as clear as day.”  He snorts.  “You think I’d make something like this up now?  Why would I do that?  The men who broke into my apartment were not thugs hired by loan sharks.  They were two of my friends.”  He exhales again.  “We had this thing planned for a long time.  We were just waiting for the right girl.”  He motions in my direction.  “For you.”

I have to sit down.  I make my way to the bed on unsteady feet, and lower myself directly in front of Rich.  I don’t know how to react to what I’m hearing.  “What do you mean?” I ask slowly.

Rich growls.  “Think, Penny!  Think about everything that’s happened to you!  I needed to find someone—a girl—who looked like you.  Light skin.  Dark, curly hair.  Short.  Slender body.  I’d been hunting for weeks.  When I saw you at Barren that night, I knew you were the one.”

I already know the answer to my next question, but I need to hear it from him.  “The one for what?”

“The one I could pass off to Tam and Victor as my sister!” Rich shouts.

My stomach knots.  Suddenly, everything makes sense.  Rich’s persistence the night we met.  Slowing down the car to give Tam a look at my face.  Driving me to a remote gas station and drugging me there.  All the times Victor referred to me as “the sister.”  

I don’t know what to say, so I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind.  “But why would you have my wallet?”

Rich sneers.  “Come on!  Isn’t it obvious?  So that you would be forced to go with me.  If I could make you believe you were in danger… that the loan sharks knew who you were…  I could get you out of town.  I could get you somewhere far away, slip something in your drink, and hand you over to Tam and Victor.  Just like I did.”

“I…  I still don’t get it.  Why would you ever give up your sister?”

“I wouldn’t.  Dammit, Penny, that’s the point!  But Tam and Victor don’t know that.  That’s why I had to find someone who looked like her.  Someone like you.  To keep my sister safe.”

“That’s horrible!”

“I know.  You still sure you want to come back?  Still sure you don’t want to go to the cops?”  He directs a grin at me that doesn’t touch his eyes.  “The phone’s right there.”  He nods in the direction of the desk phone.

I don’t move.  “Why do they want your sister?” I ask quietly.

Rich shakes his head.  “I don’t believe you, Penny.  I told you that I lied to you, drugged you, and abandoned you to the worst type of people.  And you’re still not running away?”

“You came back for me.”

He gives me a dark look.  “I almost didn’t, you know.  I knew if I did, my sister would be in even greater danger.  So would I.”

“Is that what you meant when you told me that risking your life wasn’t the worst thing you were doing?”

Rich nods grimly.  “Now you’re using your brain.”

“But you did come back, Rich.  You came back, and you risked your life for me.  I’m not going to call the cops—not if you tell me why you did it.”

“Why?” Rich laughs.  “Why not?  You were supposed to be just some random girl.  You were never supposed to be in real danger.  Once Tam and Victor—and the men who pay them—found out who you really were, they’d let you go.  Their employers aren’t morons.  They’re all professionals..”

“Then why come back?”

“Because I was still worried, that’s why!  I know what Victor is like.  You saw.  Tam is even worse.  They could still hurt you without killing you.  Hell, they could do it without leaving any marks.”  He looks at me pointedly.  I shift a little under the intense gaze.  “You know what I mean.”

“But—”

“I couldn’t let that happen to you,” he continues over top of me.  “I was never supposed to care.  Not when we came up with the plan.  But I did, dammit.  And I still do, all right?  Every mile that brought us closer to that gas station filled me with more and more apprehension.  More and more dread.  There was something about you, Penny… something that stuck.  I was never supposed to care what happened to the girl I passed off as my sister.  But, I did.  And now, that screwed everything up.”

He laughs bitterly.  “There you go.  You’ve coaxed the truth from me.  Isn’t that what you wanted?  Now you have it.”  He swings his hand through the air and points at the door.  “Now, go!  Take the money I gave you.  Take my Ford.  Take it, and go.”

“Rich, I…”  I shake my head.  “I don’t want to go.  Not yet.”

He stares at me in disbelief.  “Not yet?  Not after what I told you?  Not after everything I did?  Don’t you feel… betrayed?”

“Of course.”  I smile.  “But I already know I can’t trust you.”

“Hah!”  Rich claps his hands together and grins at me.  “You’re definitely something, Penny.  You had no idea who you got yourself involved with at Barren.  But it turns out, neither did I.”

“I tend to be more resilient than people give me credit for,” I note.  I walk over to Rich, and make a point of taking all the bills from my wallet.  I set all of them down beside him, except for two.  “You can have those back,” I say.  “But I’m going to need to keep two for the drug store.”

 

***

 

When I return, hauling two plastic bags full of bandages and disinfectants and pain pills with me, I find Rich fast asleep on the couch.  His hand has fallen away from the towels on his leg, but to my relief, the wound’s not bleeding.

It seems like a shame to wake him.  I close the door as gently as I can and turn out the lights.  I tip-toe to my bed.  But instead of crawling in, I pull the blanket off, and walk over to lower it over Rich’s body.

The light from the streetlamp outside lets me see his face.  Asleep, he looks so peaceful.  His chest rises and falls with the deep rhythm of an exhausted sleep.  I smile, and allow myself to reach out to brush away some of the hair from his forehead.  He shifts as soon as my fingers touch him.

I freeze.  My heart starts pounding.  Did I wake him?

Rich lets out a deep breath, and turns to the side to settle more comfortably on the couch.  I relax.  I tuck the blanket up to his neck, making sure he’ll stay warm.  Walking over to the closet, I take out the extra fleece cover from the top shelf, remove my shoes, and lie down on the bed.

“Goodnight, Rich,” I whisper.  I snuggle up beneath the thin fleece.  Just before I close my eyes, I notice a glimmer of light reflecting from Rich’s pupils. 

That’s when I realize he’s been awake this entire time, watching me silently, his beautiful blue-grey eyes glowing in the dark.


Chapter Seven

 

“Rise and shine, sleeping beauty!”

Rich’s overly enthusiastic voice pulls me from my sleep.  “Ugh…” I groan.  “I was having the most pleasant dream.”

“Really?  Was it about me?”

I swat at him blindly.  Rich laughs and jumps away.  “Leave me alone,” I complain, digging my head deeper into the stack of pillows.  “It’s too early to wake up.”

“Early?”  Rich sounds amused.  “Unless you’ve gone nocturnal on me, Penny, it’s not early at all.  In fact—” he stops for a dramatic pause, “—it’s already half past three.”

“It… what?”  I jolt upright.  The sun shining brightly through the window makes me squint and turn away.  The blanket is tangled around my legs.  “How can it be three thirty already?”

“Well, time has this curious tendency to pass even if you’re asleep,” Rich notes.  “I assume that’s what happened here.”

I make a face at him.  “You know what I mean.  And you’re awfully cheerful this morning.  What gives?”

“This afternoon,” Rich corrects.  “What’s wrong with being cheery?  I wake up to find you still here, the key to my truck on the counter, and a bag of bandages and antiseptic beside me.”  He makes a grand show of lifting up his leg and bending it back and forth in the air.  “I showered, wrapped it up, and now it feels as good as new.  Also, to my great surprise, I’m not the least bit hung-over.”

“That’s amazing,” I mumble, still wishing I was asleep.  “What else?”

“I cooked us breakfast.”

“You did?”  I note the scent of eggs and bacon in the air.  “I didn’t expect you to know how to cook.”

“Actually, you’re right,” he admits.  “I brought the food up from the buffet while you were sleeping.  It’s not laced with anything this time, I promise.”

I tilt my head at him.

“What, don’t you trust me?”  Rich grins.  “I’ll even take the first bite.”

 

***

 

Half an hour later, after a long, hot shower, I find myself sitting across from Rich at the little round table.  I have a towel wrapped around my head because the motel did not provide a functioning blow dryer.  

The microwave beeps, and Rich darts up.  He carries back two plates of steaming scrambled eggs with bits of bacon on top.  He sets one down in front of me, the other in front of him.

Then, he laughs, shakes his head, and switches our plates.  He looks confused for a moment.  He mutters something under his breath, looks at me, says, “No, that’s not right,” and swaps the plates again.

I watch the proceedings with a blank expression on my face.  “If you’re quite done…?”

Rich’s eyebrows shoot up, as if he just remembered something.  He runs to the kitchen again.  He comes back carrying two cups of a dark liquid.

“Let’s see then,” he says, “that’s a cool, refreshing Pepsi for you, and a hot, black coffee for me, hmm?”  Before I can start to groan, he takes a sip from both cups, then pops a bit of scrambled egg from each plate into his mouth.  “Just to prove it’s safe,” he winks.

“I know it’s safe, stupid,” I tell him as he settles down across the table from me.  “I don’t think you’d be dumb enough to drug me twice.”

“And I don’t think you’d be dumb enough to still be here,” he teases.  “You can see where that line of thinking has gotten me.”

“Ha-ha, very funny,” I note dryly.  Rich’s smile does not leave his face.  “Geez, I’ve never seen you this happy.  Like, ever.  What’s going on?”

“A few things, actually.”  Rich sticks one finger in the air.  “One, you’re still here.  That alone is enough to make me happy.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I say.  I bring the mug to my lips to hide my smile.  “I’m here for my own reasons.  Not for you.”

My comment doesn’t throw Rich off.  He continues as if I hadn’t spoken.  “Two—” he raises a second finger, “—all the things I told you when you were waking up.  But, perhaps most important of all—” a third finger joins the troupe, “—I figured out exactly what we have to do next.”

“Oh?”  I look up at him.  “And what’s that?”

“We’re going to continue on the same way we were going before.  Before the…” he clears his throat, “…gas station incident.”

“You mean to your friend’s place?  He’s real?”  After what Rich had told me last night, I assumed that driving to his “friend’s” place had just been an excuse to get me out of town.

“Yes,” Rich nods.  “And it’s a she.”

My eyebrows come up.  “A woman?”

“Right.  I haven’t seen her for a few years, but she’s always been reliable.  Tam and Victor won’t know to look for us there.”

“Okay.  How far away does she live?”

“Maybe another two hour’s drive.  I told you the truth before.  She lives somewhere pretty remote.  There’s not a straight road that leads to town.”  He leans back in his chair.  “We have a ways to go, but it’s not that far.  That’s why I let you sleep in today.  We have enough time to get there by nightfall.”  Something changes in his eyes for a hundredth of a second.  A flash of deep intensity.  “The rest did you good.  You look much better today.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, looking down automatically at my food to break his gaze.  I feel my cheeks burn a little.  I smile, shake my head almost imperceptibly, and glance back up at him.  “So?  Are you going to make good on your promise?  You said you’d tell me who Tam and Victor are if I were still here this morning.”

That reminder catches Rich off guard.  His easy smile freezes on his face.  His eyes darken.  “I did say that, didn’t I?” he mutters to himself.  He pushes his plate aside and leans in, focusing on me.  “Penny, all this is going to take a while to explain.  But I owe that much to you, I think.”  He exhales, and rubs his eyes.  “If you want the whole story… well, everything began a long time ago.  How old are you now?”

“Nineteen.”

“Nineteen.  Right.  This would have started when you were still in elementary school.  My father…” Rich trails off.  His eyes become distant.  “No.  That’s going too far back.  You don’t need all that history.”  He runs a hand through his dark, reddish hair.  In the daylight, parts of it look more golden than red.  “Okay.  Here’s what I can tell you and still have it make sense.  I’m not originally from here.  I was born and raised just outside New York City.  My father was a big shot investment banker there.”  Rich grimaces.  “You know the kind.  Your grade-A, stereotypical corporate asshole who doesn’t give two shits about anything other than money.”

I’m startled by the venom in Rich’s voice.  I can tell he doesn’t think highly of his father.  But at least he knows him.  “Go on.”

“Well, my mother died when I was little.”

“Shit.  Rich, I’m sorry.”

He waves my sympathy away.  “Don’t be.  It happened a long time ago.  I don’t even remember her.  I was raised by my nanny.”

I don’t remember mine, either, I want to tell him, but keep my mouth shut.  “Okay.”

“Anyway, when I was about eighteen, I had a falling out with my family.  Right before I was supposed to go to college.  I came to Oregon instead.  I’ve lived here ever since.  Everything was fine until about a month, a month and a half ago.”

“What happened?”

“My sister showed up on the doorstep one night.  Totally out of the blue.  I hadn’t seen her since I left New York.”  Rich smiles.  “She looked a bit like you.”

“Close enough for you to pass me off as her, anyway,” I point out.  “Do you have a picture?  I’d love to see my doppelganger.”

Rich shakes his head.  “She only looks like you to someone who hasn’t spent much time with her.  Or, with you.”

“What’s her name?”

“Mindy.  But I always called her Min.”  Rich grins.  “She hated it.”

“I can see why.  So, what happened next?”

“She told me she was in trouble.  My father—” Rich grimaces again, “—got on the wrong side of some people.  He took something from them—a document—that was very precious.”

“He stole it?”

“In a way.  But he also helped create it.”

“Huh.  What is it?”

“A database with a bunch of names in it.”  Rich shrugs.  “Sounds pretty innocuous, right?  Except that it isn’t.  When these people—my father’s former business associates—found out what he’d done, they went after him.  But they couldn’t get to him.”

“How come?”

Rich gives a grim smile.  “Because, by that time, he was already in jail.”

I narrow my eyes.  “What?”

“Ironic, isn’t it?  Being locked up is what keeps him safe.  It’s more than the bastard deserves.”  Rich’s hands clench into fists.  “Of course, he would have never thought how any of it would affect his daughter.  That’s what he was always like.  Cold.  Uncaring.  Completely unaware of the consequences his actions have on others.  Even those in his own family.”

“I take it you two didn’t get along,” I say slowly.  

Rich smirks.  “You could say that.  So, when these people discovered the document missing, and my father in jail, what do you think they do?”  Rich picks up his fork and slams it prong-first into his food.  The plate cracks under the blow.  I jump back, startled.  “They go after his family.  After my sister.  As collateral.”

“So these people… they’re related to Tam and Victor?”

Rich nods.  “Yeah.  The document’s important to them.  It’s a list of politicians and businessmen with links to organized crime.  Min is smart, though.  She’d always been a sharp kid.  She picks up on the danger before she has any right to, and runs.  She comes to me.  That’s where we hatch our plan.”

“The one that you involved me in,” I say flatly.

Rich grunts.  “Right.  Tam and Victor work for those same people my father pissed off.  Of course, they know about me.  But they also know of the circumstances that had me leave New York.  They know that I’m useless as collateral against my father.  They know we don’t talk to each other.  Min, on the other hand…” 

Rich takes a drink before continuing.  “Tam and Victor showed up at my door a few days after Min arrived.  They were looking for her.  They didn’t know she’d come to me yet.

“They offered me a deal.  They assumed—and here’s where they went wrong—that since I left my family so long ago, I don’t care about any of them.  They said if I could get my sister to confide in me—or better yet, if I could gain her trust and then give her to them—they’d reward me.  They offered a lot of money.”  

Rich scoffs.  “As if I ever had any desire for more of that.  Tam said I should expect Min to find me soon.  They knew she’d been travelling across the country, but haven’t been able to pinpoint her location.  To keep her safe, I agreed with them.  That’s when things really took off.”

“So you planned with your sister to find someone who looks like her, and to pawn that poor girl off to Tam and Victor?”  I ask.  “All the while buying Min more time to hide.  Am I right?”

“That’s the gist of it.”  Rich pauses.  “I’m surprised you’re taking all of this so calmly.”

“Well, the worst has passed.  And like I told you, I’ve been through a lot in my life.”

Rich shakes his head.  “I doubt you’ve ever been through anything like this.”  His voice becomes solemn.  “And you’re wrong.  The worst hasn’t passed.  In fact, it’s only just begun.”

“So where is she?” I ask.  “Your sister, I mean.”

Rich looks up and holds my gaze.  The corner of his mouth twitches up in a half-smile.  “Hiding.”


Chapter Eight

 

It’s dark by the time Rich pulls up in front of a large villa standing alone on an enormous stretch of land.  We had to take the main road through town to get here, but that had been a good fifteen minutes ago.  The most prominent landmarks in the so-called “city” had been two grocery stores, a department store, and a library doubling as City Hall.  Each could have fit on a lot half the size of the one in front of me.

“Does your friend know we’re coming?” I ask as I step out of the truck.  “All the lights are off.”

“She knows.”  Rich swings his door shut.  The sound prompts a dog from nearby to start barking.  “There are a lot of rooms in there.  She’s probably somewhere in the back.”

“If she’s in at all,” I mutter, following Rich along the pebbled path to the front door.  I realize that the barking is coming from inside the house.

Rich looks for a doorbell, and, finding none, bangs on the door with his fist.  Right away, I hear the scrambling run of paws on hardwood.  A second later, a resounding thump sounds as something collides with the door, followed by more, louder barking.

“She has a dog?” I ask Rich.

“I guess.”  Rich shrugs, then sticks his hands in his pockets and starts rocking on the balls of his feet.  For the first time since I’ve met him, he actually looks a little… uncertain.

 “Rich?”  I ask.  “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.”  He grunts.  “It should be.  I just didn’t mention that’s I’d be—” he looks me up and down, “—bringing a friend.  You being here wasn’t part of the original plan.”

“Is that a problem?”

“No.  But I should mention, this girl has a tendency to be—how can I put this—possessive.”

“Over what?”

“Well,” Rich lowers his voice, “me, for instance—”

Without warning the barking cuts off and the door swings open.  A tall, slender figure appears in the doorway.

Tall compared to me, at least.  If she were in heels, she’d still only reach up to Rich’s nose.  She has dark, tanned skin, and slightly-tilted, bright green eyes.  They look stunning above her elegant cheekbones.  Her hair is the same shade as mine, but much longer, and straight.  She wears it in an elaborate braid that flows down to her hips.  A few solitary strands are cut shorter and fall around her cheeks, framing her face. 

Her eyes light up when she sees Rich.  She jumps to wrap both arms around him and holds him tight.  Even though he doesn’t really reciprocate, I find an unexpected bit of jealousy building in my gut.  I try to ignore it.

Using both hands, Rich gently eases the girl off.  When he sets her down, she smiles widely, revealing a row of stunning white teeth.  How is it fair that somebody can look so flawless?

“Richard!” she exclaims.  Even her voice is perfect—high and clear like the notes of a magnificent harp.  “You look exactly the same as the last time I saw you.”  She puts a finger to pursed lips.  “That’s a compliment, you know.”

Rich chuckles.  “Thanks.”  He reaches out to touch her braid.  “Your hair’s longer.”

The girl beams like it’s the greatest compliment in the world.  “I haven’t cut it since we broke up.”

My breath catches in my throat.  Rich had never said we’d be staying with his ex!

I must have made a sound, because the girl cuts off and turns her attention to me.  The smile is wiped off her face as if it had never been there.  “Richard,” she intones, low and threatening.  “Who is that?”

I can feel the hostility radiate from her.  The retriever at her feet must have picked up on his owner’s mood, because he starts to growl.  Uncomfortable, I take a small step toward Rich.

“Amanda,” Rich says in what I imagine is his most conciliatory tone, “this is Penelope.  Penelope, Amanda.”

“Hi,” I say.  Not wanting to make a bad first impression, I force myself to smile and hold out my hand.  The girl in the doorway stares at it as if it’s dripping with raw sewage.  I let it fall to my side.

“Richard,” the girl says, not once taking her eyes off me, “you didn’t mention you’d be bringing one of your whores.”

Anger jolts through me.  I take an aggressive step forward.  By the crooked smile on Amanda’s face, that’s exactly the reaction she was going for.  The retriever moves closer and bares its teeth, its growl becoming more menacing.  

Before I can do anything stupid, Rich steps between the two of us.  “Hey, hey now,” he says, raising his arms to separate us.  “Let’s not get off on the wrong foot here.  Amanda—” he glances at her, “—call off your dog.”  Amanda sniffs and stares daggers at Rich.  He stares back at her.  I’m seething at the side, trying hard to bite down my tongue.

Finally, she grimaces and looks down at her dog.  “Fine.”  She motions with one hand.  “Down.”

The retriever obeys, settling on its haunches.  A little bit of tension seeps away.  Amanda crosses her arms, looking like a petulant child.  “Who is she, Richard?”

“A friend.”  Rich stresses the word.  “No more.  And, I assure you, quite harmless.”

“Hey!” I protest, stepping around Rich.  He bars my way with an outstretched arm.  His hand lands right on my chest.  My eyes widen for a moment, then narrow.  I glare at his hand, then at him, waiting.  

“Oh,” he says, as if he didn’t realize what he’d done.  “Sorry.”  Yet he takes his sweet time taking his hand away from my breasts!  “She can be a little feisty, though,” he confides in Amanda.

Amanda’s arms are still crossed, but at least she’s not looking at me as if she’d just caught me sleeping with her fiancé.  “I can appreciate that,” she admits grudgingly.

Rich relaxes.  “There, see?  You two are on the fast track to becoming friends.”  He grins at Amanda, then at me, as if nothing is wrong.  “Now, are you going to invite us in?  Or are we going to stand on your doorstep all night?”

Amanda shakes her head in disbelief, and then mutters something that sounds a lot like, “Presumptuous bastard.”  But, she steps aside.  “Come on in,” she announces with mock sincerity.

Rich takes her up on the offer straight away.  When I don’t follow, he looks back and waves me in.  “Come on.”

I don’t move.  “You heard what she called me.  I’m not coming in there before I get an apology.”

Our hostess is wearing a fake, heavy smile on her lips.  “I don’t normally take in strays,” she tells me with perfect sincerity.  “Even if they do arrive with welcome company.”

“Bitch!” I cry out.  Again, Rich moves fast as a flash of lightning.  He has me by the shoulders and is pushing me to the side of the house before I can blink.

When we’re out of earshot of Amanda, he scowls.  “Penny,” he tells me, “you need to behave.”

I sputter, aghast.  “Me?  You heard what she called me!”

“I told you she can be possessive.”

“You never said you were her former lover!” I spit accusingly.

“A minor detail,” Rich says, “and irrelevant right now.”

I scoff.  “Irrelevant?  Are you blind?  The girl obviously still has feelings for you!”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Don’t be blind!”

Rich shakes his head.  “Okay, whatever.  Look, that doesn’t matter now.  All that matters is that she’s giving us a place to stay.”

“Giving you a place to stay, maybe,” I counter.  “She wants nothing to do with me.”

“And still, she welcomed you into her house,” he points out.

“You call that a welcome?”

“If you keep this up, I’m going to call you a pouting brat.  Can’t you get it through your thick skull?  We need her!”  Rich lowers his voice.  “Look, I know Amanda might not have given off the best first impression—”

“You can say that again,” I mutter.

Rich holds his hand up to silence me.  “But I need you to get along.  This is the only safe place we have to stay right now.  I don’t want to lose it because you can’t hold your tongue.”

“She started it!” I protest.

“I don’t care who started it.  You’re going to finish it.”  He looks up and exhales at the night sky.  “I swear to God, Penny, you can be such a child sometimes.”

I shove him in the chest, hard.  One, to get him to look down at me, but two, to let him know my displeasure.  He grunts in surprise.  “What was that for?”

“To prove I’m not harmless.”

“I know that,” he says testily.  “I just said it so Amanda wouldn’t see you as a threat.”

“A threat?”  I laugh.  “Come on.  Who am I possibly a threat to?”

“To her,” Rich stresses.  “She doesn’t like having other females around.”

“If she treats them like she did me, she should have no problem with that.  What’s she doing living all the way out here, anyway?  And how on earth does she know you?”

“Maybe those are questions you can ask her yourself,” Rich suggests.  “Bond a little.”

I roll my eyes.  “I very much doubt that.”

Rich glares at me again.  “Listen, Penny.  You have to get along.  Both of us need Amanda right now.  We need her a hell of a lot more than she needs us.  We have nowhere else to go!  Now, can we both walk back to the house like responsible adults and not cause a fuss?”

I square my shoulders.  “I want her to apologize, first.”

“And I want the moon in my pocket.  Neither of us is going to get those things.”  Rich looks at me intensely.  “Can I have your word that you two won’t claw at each other like two starving cats when we get inside?”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath.  Realistically, what other option do I have?  “Fine.”

Rich breathes a sigh of relief.  “Thank God.”

We start back toward the house.  Amanda’s silhouette fills the doorway, one hand on her hip.  

“By the way,” Rich says to me about halfway there, “you’re going to need to apologize.”

I freeze.  “What?”

He turns back to me.  “Don’t start, Penny.  You heard me.  You’re going to swallow your pride this time.”  Suddenly his solemn expression becomes a grin.  “I remember you complaining about mine last night.  Not so fun when the shoe’s on the other foot, is it?”

I frown at him, knowing he’s right.  It doesn’t make things any easier, though.  “All right,” I concede.  “Fine, I’ll do it.  Damn you, Rich, but I’ll do it.”

“Good.”  He smiles.  “That’s all I ever asked.”

 

***

 

I give Amanda a big, ingratiating smile as I approach her.  I make my voice sickly sweet.  “I’m sorry for calling you a bitch.  I should have never lost my temper.  And I’m grateful for you letting me stay.”

Amanda eyes me up and down critically.  “Better,” she says after a moment.  “Though I would have preferred more fawning.  Still, I guess I shouldn’t come to expect much from you.”

I clench my jaw tight to avoid saying anything I would regret.  I know she’s trying to goad me into another confrontation.  I won’t bite.

I show my teeth in a fake smile that I desperately hope she won’t take for a scowl.  “I would have never hoped to meet such a gracious hostess,” I simper.

Amanda laughs at that, closes the door, and takes Rich’s arm.  “Where did you find that one, Richard?  You simply must tell me.”  She leads him into the house without looking at me, reducing me to follow them like… like a stray.

I keep my displeasure to myself, though.  Rich said this was important.  I believe him.  I try to focus my attention on my surroundings.  The wooden interior of the home is sparsely decorated, with only a few rugs on the floors.  There’s a  certain rustic charm to the place.  The furniture looks mostly second-hand, from the dark-green couch in one corner to the white recliner on the other side.  There are some curious trinkets here and there: a marble vase serving as a flower pot, a stone sculpture of a meditating Buddha.  But mostly, nothing stands out.  I follow Amanda and Rich down another hallway.

“You can sleep in here,” she tells Rich, gesturing through an open door.  “I prepared an extra bed for you.  Unless, of course, you’ve changed your mind…” she trails off, the implication of her suggestion made obvious by the way she lilts her voice and brushes his chest.

“No,” Rich says resolutely, stepping away.  For some reason, I feel a curious sense of relief on hearing that one simple word.  “What about Penny?”

“Her?”  Amanda grimaces and spares a dismissive glance my way.  “There’s plenty of room in the house.  I’ll give her an extra blanket and she can find a corner somewhere.”

“No, Amanda.”  Rich turns on her.  His face is stern.  “Penny came here with me, and she’s done nothing wrong to you.  We might need to stay for a few days.  I told you before it’s important.  You’re doing us a huge favor, but I will not have you treating her like dirt.”  He pauses and looks her in the eye.  “Understood?”

“Men,” Amanda mutters.  “Give them a roof and warm food and it’s still not enough.  Bring them into your home and it’s still not enough.  This is my house, Richard.  You know that?”  She sighs.  “Fine, though.  As long as she behaves, I’ll be the perfect hostess.  But the minute she does something wrong—” She gives me a pointed look, “—all bets are off.  Do you understand that, Richard?”

“I do.  Thanks.  She’ll behave.”

I roll my eyes.  They’re talking about me as if I’m not even there!  Though if, as Rich said, we’re to stay here a few days, I can understand the need to make peace with Amanda.  I can be the bigger woman and swallow my pride—and damn all her insults!  They’ll roll off me like water off a duck’s back.

Rich continues speaking.  “I’ll take the blankets,” he says.  He motions me over.  “Penny, come here.  You can have the bed.”

“Thank you, Richard ,” I say in my sweetest voice as I walk toward him.  Amanda snorts audibly as I pass.  

The room she’d set up for Rich is spacious and cozy.  A big, if somewhat old, queen bed sits in the middle.  “You know, Rich,” I add innocently, trailing one finger down his forearm over the tattoos, “it looks like there’s easily enough room for two on that bed.”

Rich makes a choking sound, and Amanda’s face scrunches up like she’d just taken a bite of a bad plum.  

“Kidding!” I sing out as I plump down on the bed.  I pluck at a piece of lint that had caught at my waist.  “I wouldn’t want to do anything Amanda doesn’t approve of.”  I offer them both a radiant smile.

“Yes, well…” Amanda trails off, then frowns.  “Anyway.  I was just making dinner.”  She looks at Rich.  “I assume you’re hungry?”

“Both of us are famished,” Rich says.  “Thanks.”

Amanda turns away and starts down the hall.  Her retriever trails at her heels.  “I’ll call when the table’s set.”

Rich comes in and closes the door.  He waits until Amanda’s footsteps fade from hearing.  Then he turns to me, wearing the hugest grin.  “That was brilliant!” he exclaims, laughing.  “I’ve never seen Amanda try so hard to control her temper!  And you knew she had to do it after her promise to us.”  He leans back against the doorframe.  “You’re something, Penny, you know that?”

“Thanks,” I beam.  “It takes a lot of practice.”

Rich grins.  “I’d say.  Anybody who can throw Amanda off like that deserves my fullest praise.”

“So what is it with you two, anyway?  If you don’t mind me asking.  How long ago were you together?”

“A long time ago,” Rich stresses.  “I met her right around the time I moved to Oregon from New York.”

“She didn’t really invite you to sleep with her, did she?  I’m not sure I heard that right.”

“You did.”  Rich sighs.  “She was always very forward like that.  I’m not sure if she would have agreed to let me stay if she didn’t think she had a chance.”

My eyebrows go up.  “She’s that fond of you?”

Rich runs a hand through his hair.  “I don’t know if ‘fond’ is the right word.  If she wants something, she does all she can to get it.  Especially if she feels she’d been slighted in the past.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I was the one to break things off with her.  She was too possessive, too… jealous.  We didn’t make a good pair.”

“How long did you date?”

“Just a few months.  But you should have seen her when I told her we shouldn’t be together.  She went ballistic.  She threw glasses and plates at me, even tried stabbing me with a fork.  When I came to my apartment the next day, I found all my clothes shredded to pieces.  She left the scissors on top of the pile.  I had to change my locks after that.”

“Wow.”  I feel a little less easy about staying in a house with someone like that.  “She doesn’t sound particularly stable.”

“She can be histrionic at times,” Rich admits.  “But she’s got a good heart.  She was only doing what she thought was best.”

“How is cutting up your clothes ‘doing what’s best?’” I ask, the disagreement clear in my voice.

“What’s best for her,” Rich amends.  “But as long as you don’t provoke that side of her, she’s usually a sweetheart.”

“I can tell,” I say dryly.  “And she obviously still has a thing for you, huh?”

Rich tilts his head forward in the barest nod.  “Can you keep a secret?”

“I’ve come this far with you, haven’t I?  Without telling anyone?  I’d say I’m pretty good at that type of thing.”

Rich smiles.  “Good point.  Like I was saying, when we broke up, she felt cheated.  Like she got the short end of the stick.  She told me that she loved me…” Rich sighs, “…but I never said the words back.  The truth is, I’ve never had feelings strong enough about anyone to feel that way.  I take those types of things very seriously, and don’t just profess my love to whoever is the flavor of the month—” He stops and grimaces.  “Wait.  That came out wrong.”

“No, no, I get it,” I say.  “After my first boyfriend—who I thought I loved—I feel the same way.  Saying you love someone isn’t something that should be taken lightly.”  My mind flashes back to that scene I’d found in my teacher’s classroom.  “Ever.”

“Right,” Rich nods.  “You’re smarter than I gave you credit for.”

“Well, who said I wasn’t smart?”

“I did,” Rich smiles, “when you decided to stick with me instead of running away.”

I throw a pillow at him playfully.  He ducks out of the way and laughs.  “Don’t get too cocky,” I warn.  “After everything that’s happened, it’s not like you left me with many options.”

Rich’s good humor dies.  “You’re right,” he says solemnly.  “I’m sorry for that.  In the end, I will make this right.  I promise.”

“That’s a hefty promise to keep,” I say.  I consider things for a moment.  “Although I think you’ll do your best to try.”

“I will.”

The conversation lulls for a bit.  Then I speak up.  “So, you were saying?  About Amanda?”

“Oh.  Right.  Well, the truth is…”  Rich lowers his voice, “…I took her virginity.”

I’m taken aback by the nonchalant way he says it.  “I don’t know if that was your secret to tell.”

Rich shrugs.  “I didn’t like the way she treated you.  Knowing that, maybe it will help you understand some of her behaviors toward me.  Toward you.”

“It does put things in a new perspective,” I admit.

“You won’t tell her I said anything?”

I bristle.  “What?  Of course not.”  I shake my head.  “Do you even need to ask?”

“Just making sure.”

“Rich, you gave me a free pass to leave you and go to the cops.  I decided not to.  That was a much bigger secret to keep than this.”

“You’re right.”  Rich turns toward the door.  “I think I hear Amanda calling.  You ready to eat?”


Chapter Nine

 

Dinner passes quickly and without incident.  True to her word, Amanda plays the perfect hostess.  I do my best to smile and avoid provoking her.  I don’t even comment on the obvious way she keeps eyeing Rich the entire time.  

It’s late by the time dinner winds down.  Everyone is tired.  Rich settles down on an armchair and falls asleep.  Amanda goes to her own room, and I lay down on the bed she’d originally intended for Rich.

Whatever I do, however, I cannot find a comfortable position on the mattress.  Maybe it’s the uncertainty of everything going on around me.  Maybe it’s the fact that I’d slept until three in the afternoon the day before.  But after a hopeless hour and a half, I decide to get out of bed.  I tip-toe to the kitchen.

I spot a kettle and turn it on.  A cup of chamomile might help me get to sleep.

I’m pouring the hot water when I hear a floorboard creak behind me.  I spin around—and find Amanda’s dog staring up at me.

I don’t move.  I don’t know how the dog feels about strangers, least of all ones his owner obviously dislikes.  The retriever considers me for a long moment… then wags his tail and pads over to the fridge.  It sits down, then paws at the metal door and makes a sad, whimpering sound.

I walk over to the dog, still cautious.  Carefully, I kneel down at his side.  He turns his head to look at me.  He seems gentle enough.  I reach out and put a hand between his ears.  “You’ve got a beautiful coat,” I say softly.

The retriever surprises me by giving a happy yelp and licking my face.  I’m so shocked I lose my balance and stumble back.  Then I laugh.  

“Aww, you’re just a big softie, aren’t you?” I coo, going on my knees to give the dog a thorough rub down.  “What’s your name?”  I hold up the tag on its collar.  The word STEEL is etched in caps on the metal.  “Steel, huh?  So you’re a boy, I take it?”  He growls.  “Sorry.  A man.”  

That seems to appease Steel.  He nuzzles at my fingers.  “Well, you’re not scary at all when you’re being all friendly like this,” I tell him, rubbing his head, neck, and belly.  “What are you doing up so late?”

He makes another whimpering noise and looks to the fridge.  “Oooh.  I get it.  You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

He lets out a small bark.  I put my fingers to my lips and shush him.  “Shh,” I whisper.  “Amanda probably doesn’t want you eating late.”  I look back at the empty kitchen and the dark hall outside.  “But she’s not around, is she?”  Another whimpering sound.  “Okay.  Tell you what, Steel.”  I shake my head.  “That’s a terrible name, by the way.”  I grin at him.  “But it’s not your fault your owner’s a moron, is it?  No, not your fault at all.” 

I emphasize the last word by rubbing him even more vigorously.  He seems to like it.  “Okay, so if you promise not to tell—” I make a point of holding his muzzle between my hands and looking him straight in the eye, “—I might be willing to bend a few rules for you.  If you behave.”  I stand up.  “Do you know any commands?  Sit!”

To my surprise, his hind legs fold under him and his rear hits the floor.  “Very good!” I praise.  “What else can you do?  Um… roll over?”

Steel doesn’t move.  He just hangs out his tongue and looks very adorable.  I giggle.  “You know, I always wished I had a dog growing up.  Of course, they didn’t allow pets at the orphanage—”

“You grew up in an orphanage?”

I spin around.  Amanda is standing in the doorway, wearing nothing more than a white, semi-translucent gown.  “Amanda!” I exclaim.  “What are you doing here?”

She gives me an odd look before walking through the door.  “It’s my house, isn’t it?  Aren’t I allowed to be here?”  She opens the pantry door and takes out a big bag of dog food.  Steel goes to her right away.  “You didn’t answer my question.”

“Oh.”  I look down at my feet.  “Yeah, I guess so.”  As much as I can, I try to avoid mentioning that aspect of my past to people I meet.  I’m not ashamed of it.  I just found it impossible to predict how people would react.  Some would start doling out all kinds of fake sympathy—as if they really knew what not having any parents was like.  Others would instantly change their impression of me, making me feel like I’d become some kind of second-class citizen in the blink of an eye.

That fake sympathy was always the worst.

Amanda, however, does neither of those things.  She just intones, “Hmm,” as she pours the brown pebbles into a bowl.  Steel starts munching it right away.  “So I take it you don’t know your parents?”

“No.”  I don’t want to talk about my family, least of all with Amanda.  I take my cup and turn around.  “I was just going back to bed—”

“I never knew my mom, either,” she comments in an offhand sort of way.

I look back.  “What?”

“My mom,” Amanda repeats.  “I never knew her, either.  And my dad died when I was only six.  I was raised by my two older brothers.”

“Oh.”  I hesitate.  “I’m sorry.”

“Please.”  Amanda makes a face.  “You probably know better than I how insincere that makes you sound.  I hate when people assume they know everything about me just because I’ve known some hardships.”  She tosses her hair.  “Am I right?”

I turn to face her.  “That’s exactly how I feel, actually.”

Amanda laughs.  “Good.  Come here, sit down.”  She gestures across the table from her.  Then she winks.  “I don’t scratch.”

I step around the mess Steel has made on the floor and come to the table.  I look at Amanda warily.

She sighs when I don’t sit down right away.  “Penelope, you can relax.  I don’t think there’s any reason for us to hate each other.”

“I don’t hate you,” I say, choosing my words carefully.

“But you don’t like me much, either, right?  Don’t deny it.  I can see it in the way you look at me.  Truth be told, I probably deserve it.  I don’t get many visitors out here.  You were a bit of a surprise.  I guess what I’m trying to say…” Amanda takes a deep breath, “…is I’m sorry for acting like a bitch when I met you.”  She smiles in a stiff sort of way.  “There, I said it.”

I was not expecting that.  An apology?  From Amanda?  After everything Rich had told me about her?  It almost strained belief.  “You had a right to be.  You weren’t expecting anyone other than Rich.”  I pick at my rumpled sweater.  “I know how I must look, too.  But you invited me in anyway, and for that, I’m grateful.  Truly.”

Amanda smiles and sticks out her hand.  “Truce?”

“Truce,” I agree, smiling back.  She has a strong grip.

Amanda laughs when she lets go.  Her laugh sounds like chiming bells.  “Well, that’s a relief.  Whew!  Tell me I’m not the only one who felt the tension dissipate.”

“Yeah,” I agree.  I sit across from her.  “It does make things easier.”

In a flash her good humor dies and her eyes harden.  “But if you sleep with Richard,” she says darkly, “I will kill you.”

I’m taken aback by the sudden shift.  Just as I’m trying to catch my bearings, Amanda’s face splits into a grin she can’t hold back anymore.  “I’m teasing!” she laughs.  “I had you going there, didn’t I?”

I smirk back.  “With skills like that, you should be on TV.”

“Or the movies,” she says.  She nods toward Steel.  “She likes you.”

I give Amanda a curious look.  “Steel is a girl’s name?”

“What?”  Amanda looks at me, then looks down at the dog… and then breaks out into uncontrollable laughter.  

“You think her name is ‘Steel?’” she says as she gasps for breath, tears streaming down her face.  “No, no!”  Amanda whistles, and the retriever trots up to her.  Amanda turns the collar on the dog’s neck around and shows me the tag.  “‘Steel’ is the brand of the dog tag!” she tells me.  “Her name’s on the other side.”

“…Mel,” I read out.

“Short for Melissa,” Amanda tells me, still grinning.  “You really think I would have named my dog after a type of metal?”

I can’t help but laugh.  “I didn’t know what to expect.”

“Well, she likes you either way.  Even if you did think she was a boy.  Don’t you, girl?”  Amanda rubs the underside of her dog’s neck, and Mel wags her tail happily.  Amanda lets go, and the big retriever comes to me.  I scratch her between the ears.

“Dogs have a much better sense of people than we do,” Amanda tells me.  “In fact, a lot of animals are like that.  You can tell a lot about a person by how they interact with animals.  You know the fastest way to introduce a bad guy in a movie?”

“What?” I ask, curious.

“Give him a scene with a puppy.  Have him kick the dog as soon as it comes over.”  Amanda shrugs.  “The audience will hate him forever.”

I laugh.  “That’s probably true.”  I look down at the dog.  “So is that why you were so hostile at the start?  Because Mel was growling at me?”

I mean it as a joke, but Amanda takes the comment seriously.  “Actually, yes.  But then I saw you and her in the kitchen, and, you know…” she shrugs again.  “The rest is history.”

“So Mel’s like your personal litmus test to whether you can trust someone or not.”

“Who better?  When you live alone like I do, you learn to rely on your instincts.”  She glances at her dog.  “Or your best friend’s instincts.”  Amanda whistles and pats her leg.  Mel cocks her head at her, and doesn’t move.  Only when I stop rubbing her between the ears does she make her way back to her owner.

“That’s something,” Amanda observes.  “Mel must really like you.”

“I like her, too.”

“Friendships have been formed over less.  Come on,” she gestures to the adjacent sitting room.  “If you can’t sleep, I’d love to get to know you better.”

 

***

Amanda had grown up on the outskirts of Seattle.  Her dad was half-native, which explained her dark coloring.  She had a single picture of him, carrying her on his shoulders and holding each of her brothers in a playful headlock.  It had been taken only a few months before he died.

Amanda said he went rock climbing on a cliff he’d scaled dozens of times before.  But something went wrong, and he lost his grip.  He’d always been too proud to use a harness.

So, Amanda and her brothers were left to fend for themselves.  They all looked so happy in the picture.  Her dad was extraordinarily handsome.  Her two brothers took after him.  But even at age six, you could tell Amanda was going to be the true beauty.  Her eyes were bright and shining, her hair long and sleek and braided almost the same way it is today.

I feel a strange sadness creep up inside me as I look at the picture.  Unconsciously, I finger the locket around my neck.  I will never know what my father looked like.  I have no pictures from a happy childhood.  In fact, all I remember from when I was the same age as Amanda is in the photograph was how much I hated the place where I lived.  That disdain faded as I grew up and started appreciating the orphanage for what it was, but—

  Amanda’s voice brings me out of my reverie.  “You have to embrace your weakness.”

“What?”

“You can’t be ashamed of who you are,” she continues.  “I didn’t know my mother and lost my father early.  When people learn that about me, they assume I must be some sort of delicate flower.  They underestimate me.  But I’ve never hidden my past.  I wear it like armor.  If other people see it as a weakness, so be it.  It only makes me stronger.”  

“I’d never underestimate you.”

“Then you’re smarter than most.  But you also know what it’s like to grow up without parents.  How it makes you hard.  Determined.”  She smiles like we share some great secret.  “Sometimes, even angry.  Let me tell you something, Penelope.  You surprised me.  I intimidate most girls—especially if they meet me the way you did.  Some might get bitter or angry—you know, try to act all tough—but that’s just a front.  Very few would be able to take my derision in stride like you did.”

“Thanks,” I say.  “And you know, this place of yours is impressive.  I can’t imagine how much it must cost.”

Amanda grins.  “I’ve always had a bit of an entrepreneurial flair.”

“But to afford something like this at your age is incredible.”

Amanda waves the comment away.  “Nah.  You just need to be smart with your money.  Know how to make the right decisions.  That sort of thing.”

I look over at the clock on the wall.  We’ve been talking for over an hour.  Mel had curled up near the couch and fallen asleep a long time ago.  I stifle a yawn.

“So!” Amanda announces suddenly.  “How did you say that you and Richard met?”

My defenses snap into place immediately.  “I didn’t,” I reply.

“Come on now, we’re friends, aren’t we?  There’s no need to keep little things like that from each other.”

The eagerness in her voice makes me wary.  “What did Rich tell you?”

She grimaces.  “I couldn’t get a word out of him.”  She shifts her shoulders so the neck of her gown dips forward.  “And I know how to be persuasive with men.”

I feel a stab of envy at her full-bodied figure.  “Maybe there’s a reason for that.”

Amanda frowns.  “You’re really not going to tell me?  After everything I told you about my life?”

“It’s not really my place to say anything,” I tell her, choosing my words carefully.  “You can ask Rich in the morning.”

“So, it’s a big secret then, is it?” Amanda says with a hint of a sneer.  “Fine.  I won’t push.  Can you at least tell me how long you’ve known him?”

“Less than a week,” I say without thinking.  Immediately, I regret my words.  

“A week?” Amanda says with exaggerated nonchalance.  “Wow.  Richard must really like you to bring you to see his ex so soon.”

“I don’t know about that…”

“I was the first to bed him, you know,” Amanda continues casually over me.  “He’ll never look at another woman the way he does at me.  I broke his heart, though, poor boy.  I don’t think he’s ever recovered.”  She yawns and stretches her arms wide over her head.  “When he told me he needed a place to stay, I knew what it would do to him to be around me.  I almost refused, for his sake, but he sounded so desperate…” she clicks her jaw shut.  “Well.  Never mind all that.  I’m going to bed.  I suggest you do the same.”  She gives me a predatory smile.  “Sweet dreams.”

 

***

 

I stay in the room and sip at my cold chamomile for a few minutes after Amanda leaves.  What she had told me doesn’t jive with what Rich had said.  Obviously, one of them was lying.  And although Rich had lied to me before, my bet is that this time, it was Amanda.  

Is she really so insecure as to be threatened by me?  She put on a brave front, but the minute our conversation turned to Rich, she became petty and spiteful.

I sigh and stand up, turning off the light.  I thought Amanda’s efforts to reconcile things between us had been genuine, but now, I’m not so sure.


Chapter Ten

 

The next day, I wake up just before noon.  A dull rain beats against the bedroom window.  The sky is overcast, making for a dreary morning.

I leave the bedroom and walk to the kitchen.  I can smell hash browns and eggs in the air.  But what I really want, and what drives me out of my room without so much as a glance in the mirror, is the promise of freshly-brewed, strong black coffee.

I find Amanda by the sink, doing the dishes.  Mel is lying at her feet.  The dog sees me, gets up, and trots over to get a pat on the head.

“We missed you at breakfast,” Amanda comments cheerily.  “Richard didn’t want to wake you, so we left some food on the table.”  She looks over her shoulder at me.  “You can use the microwave to warm it up if you want.”

“Thanks,” I say, picking up the plate.  “Where’s Rich?”

“He said he had to run some errands in town.”  Amanda shrugs.  “He’ll be back soon.”

I wonder what his “errands” really entail.  The microwave beeps and I take my food out.  Mel trots up to me at the table, and I sneak her a little bit of sausage when Amanda’s not looking.  She gobbles it happily.

“Oh, Richard told me how you two met, by the way,” Amanda mentions over the sound of running water.  

I look at her and perk an eyebrow.  “Did he?”

“Yeah.  He told me the whole thing.  You were with friends at some club.  Barley’s or something.”

“Barren,” I correct.

Amanda snaps her fingers.  “That’s it!  Barren.  He said you just broke up with your boyfriend and were looking for a rebound.”  She gives me an even look.  “I don’t blame you.  Richard said he seduced you quite easily.”

“Oh.”

Amanda laughs.  “That was the big secret, wasn’t it?  I can’t believe you didn’t just tell me.”  She wipes her hands on a towel and sits down across from me.  “Richard said when your boyfriend found out you left with him, he became so enraged he went to your apartment and destroyed all your stuff.  You were afraid to stay there the next day in case he came back, so Rich offered to take care of you.  You wanted to get away, so he brought you here.”  Amanda tilts her head to the side.  “That about right?”

I nod.  “Something along those lines.”  So Rich had told Amanda about where we’d met.  But he’d also made up everything else to hide the truth of what happened after.  It meant he didn’t want to involve Amanda in his secrets.

“You should have just told me,” Amanda says, touching my arm.  “There’s no shame in hiding from a vengeful ex.  Especially when he sounds as out of control as Richard made him seem.”

“I don’t have the best luck picking boyfriends,” I admit, playing along.

“And you’re not the first to fall for Richard’s charms.”  She offers a significant look.  “I should know.”

“So then, you guys were together for a while?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation away from me.  The simplest lies are the best, and the less we talk about the circumstances of my meeting with Rich, the less chance I have of accidentally saying something that might not match what he had told Amanda.  

Amanda sighs.  “You could say that.  Almost half a year.  He was crazy for me.  Told me I meant the world to him, told me I was his only true love.”  She looks down at her hands.  “But, you know.  Things change.  People drift apart.  Sometimes, even love isn’t enough to keep them together.”

“Did you love him?” I ask, trying to figure out how Amanda’s story meshes with the one Rich had told me.

“Of course!” she says fiercely.  “Why would I stay in a relationship for so long if I didn’t?”

“Convenience?  Apathy?  Indifference?”

Amanda scowls at me.  “You sound like you’re forty years old and stuck in a loveless marriage.  No.  Of course not.  I loved him.”

“Then why did you break up?”

“He became too possessive.”  Amanda’s eyes flicker to meet mine for a moment, then she looks away again.  “He thought he could control me, tell me where I could go, who I could see, what I could wear.”  She shivers visibly.  “It was suffocating.”

“That doesn’t really sound like Rich.”

Amanda’s eyes shoot back to meet mine.  “Just you wait,” she warns.  “Things will be going smoothly at first, and then—” she snaps her fingers, “—he’ll change.  They always do.”

“You’re assuming,” I point out, “that we’re together.”

Amanda looks taken aback.  “Aren’t you?”

“I’m not sure,” I say slowly.  I don’t know exactly what Rich had told Amanda about us.  If I admit or deny a hard fact like that, and Rich had told her something different, she might get suspicious.  Better to play it safe.

“Come now, don’t play coy.  I’ve seen the way you look at him.  You lust after him, don’t you?  I bet he showed you the time of your life the night you met.”

I feel my cheeks go three types of red.  Amanda gives a delighted laugh and points at me.  “You see?  I can tell these things.”  She lowers her voice.  “I taught him everything he knows.”

I clear my throat and look away before the blush turns my whole body red.  “Ahem.  Can we talk about something else?”

Amanda raises her hands in the air, palms forward.  “Sure.  I didn’t realize you were so sensitive.”  It sounds like a judgment.

“Well, I am,” I fire back, stiffening.  I’m actually not, not really, but I don’t have any great desire to talk about sex with Amanda, either.  “Is that a problem?”

“No, no problem.  What would you like to talk about, then?”  She looks at the clock behind her.  “I’ve got to go soon, though.  Work beckons.”

“Where do you work?” I ask, hoping the pull the conversation back into neutral territory.

“In town,” Amanda answers slyly.  

“That’s not what I meant—”

“I know it’s not what you meant.  But those types of questions lead to such boring conversations.  It’s like all those clueless guys at the bars.”  Amanda holds her hands out in front of her and mimes them talking to each other.  “‘Oh, hi, can I buy you a drink?’ ‘Sure, why not?’ ‘So, what do you do?’ ‘I’m a hairdresser.’ ‘Oh.’ ‘Yeah.’ ‘Do you, um, like it?’ ‘It pays the bills.’ ‘Hmm.’”  Amanda rolls her eyes and groans.  “Please.  Don’t tell me you want to have one of those with me.  Anyway, I bet Richard didn’t say anything of the kind when you met.”

I think back to that night.  Even though only a few days have passed, it feels like a lifetime ago.  I wonder how Abby’s managing after getting evicted.  I wonder what she thinks has happened to me.  Probably that I’m staying away because I’m pissed at her.  

“You’re right,” I say finally.  “He didn’t say anything like that.”

“You see?  Those conversations are BO-RING.  As if you can tell anything about a person by where she works.  You won’t know if she’s fun to be around, if she’s trustworthy.  If she’s ever slept with your ex…”  Amanda meets my eye and holds it.  I clear my throat again.  She laughs.  “Tell me.  How much do you know about Richard?”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard what I said.  How much do you know about the man you came here with?”

I shift in my seat.  “You mean like, his history?  Not a lot.”

Amanda nods.  “Did he tell you about his family?”

“Just a tiny bit.”

“Figures.  When I met him, he was trying to get away from them.”

“Really?”

“Yup.  Who knows if I should be telling you this…” she lowers her voice conspiratorially, “but I don’t think Rich will mind.  Did he tell you who his father is?”

“No.”  I pause.  “Though I know they didn’t get along.”

Amanda scoffs.  “That’s putting it lightly.  Richard hates his father.  And he has good reason to.  He grew up in a broken home.”

“What do you mean?”

“His mother died…  Wait.  Do you know about her?”

I nod.  “Rich told me she passed away.”

“I thought so.  If he told you about his dad, he must have mentioned his mom.  He has no reason to keep her secret.  Anyway, she died when he was young.  He says he doesn’t remember her.  I think he does, but locks the memories up somewhere.”  Amanda shrugs.  “But what do I know?  That’s not the point, anyway.”

I’m not really following.  “What is the point?”

“Only this: His mother died under suspicious circumstances.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, Richard’s father was a wealthy, well-connected man.  He never married Richard’s mother.  The year she died, his father campaigned to become Governor of New York.  He didn’t win.  But because he was never married, yet had kids with her, his opponents ran a smear campaign.  His political district was very conservative in those days.  They wanted a Governor with strong family values, an unwavering belief in God, and all that other bullshit.”  Amanda makes a dismissive gesture.  “The mother of his children was his weakness.  To win his electoral back, he made grand pronouncements about marrying Richard’s mother.  As damage control, of course.

“She came from an unknown family,” Amanda continues.  “Richard showed me a picture of her once.  She was beautiful.  Yet to his father, she was nothing more than another pretty face.”  Amanda pauses, and takes a deep breath.  “A month before the wedding she goes missing.  A week later, her body is found in a ditch.  Police never solved the crime.”

“And Rich suspects his father was involved?” I ask, incredulous.

“Of course.  Think of the timing.  His father did not want to marry.  It wasn’t like he could marry her and get a divorce later—not if he won the election.  It would crush his hopes for a second term.  But a kidnapping, a murder?  It was the perfect solution for his problem.  He’d be rid of the woman he didn’t want around, and gain sympathy from the public at the same time.”  Amanda looks at me.  “Quite clever of him, I’d say.”

“Yeah, if you’re a raving sociopath.”  I shake my head.  “I don’t believe it.  If it’s so obvious to you and Rich, why didn’t the police catch on?”

“Oh, but you underestimate the power of money.  Richard’s father had a lot.  He also had friends in high places.  The investigation was a sham.  All the proper bribes were put in place to make sure of it.”

“That’s horrible!” I exclaim. 

“Now you see why Richard and his father don’t get along.  That was just one of many incidences.”

“You don’t mean he killed other people?”

Amanda shakes her head.  “No.  Don’t be stupid.  But he had plenty of dealings with unsavory types.”  She lowers her voice.  “And he never killed Richard’s mother.  That’s just our suspicion.”

I nod slowly.  I don’t know how much of this to believe, but on the whole, Amanda seems genuine.  It wouldn’t be easy for her to make up a story like that on the spot.  

I think I’m starting to understand her, a little bit.  When she is playing the part of the jaded ex-lover, she probably tells the truth.  But when it comes to the circumstances surrounding her breakup with Rich,… well, who wouldn’t try to make herself look better in that situation?

“Okay then,” I say.  “What else?”

“What else?” Amanda chuckles.  “That should be reason enough for anybody to hate their father.”

“You said Rich grew up in a broken home.”

Amanda leans toward me.  “That much is true.  After his mother died, a parade of women started visiting his father.  All his… mistresses.”  Amanda grimaces.  “It kept up until Richard left.  Hell, it probably continues to this day.”

So Amanda doesn’t know his farther is in jail.  “Interesting.”

“He never made time for Richard, either.  It was either his work, or his women.  You can see how a boy growing up in an environment like that can become spiteful.”

“Yeah.  What happened to prompt Rich to finally leave, though?”

“He didn’t tell you?”

“No.”

Amanda bites her lip.  “I don’t doubt he would if you ask…” she trails off and glances at the clock.  “But I’ve got a few more minutes.  You know Richard got accepted to Princeton, right?”

My eyebrows shoot up.  “The Ivy League school?  No.”

Amanda grins proudly.  “Yeah.  He doesn’t mention it much.  But his father was an alumnus.  Same with his grandfather.  In fact, all the men in the Blackthorne family had traditionally been educated at Princeton.”

“I mean, I knew Rich was sharp, but Ivy League smart?”  I pause.  “That’s impressive.”

“Don’t go telling him that, though,” Amanda warns.  “That’s one surefire way to set him off.”

“What?” I ask, puzzled.  “Why?”

“He doesn’t put much stock in traditional methods of education.  Or in the traditional value of money.  He’s seen what both did to his father.”

“But I met him at the community college.  You did too, right?”

“That’s where he went instead of Princeton.”

“That’s traditional education, isn’t it?  Except much less prestigious.”

Amanda laughs with contempt.  “Don’t mention ‘prestige’ to him, either.  He’ll light up faster than a forest in a heat wave.”

“Fine.  But why go to a community college when you could go to Princeton?”

“So he doesn’t end up like his father, for one,” Amanda explains.  “For another, I think it allowed him to go at his own pace.  It’s much less cut-throat here than on the east coast.”

“I can imagine,” I say.  In high school, I’d seen the sort of competitiveness that drives kids toward acceptances in the country’s top colleges.  Stories of sabotage and betrayal filtered down through the grapevine.  Some had been absolutely appalling.  One girl faked her own suicide to get the school to close down for a day, just so she could have extra time to study for a test.  The year after, she matriculated at Harvard.  “Still, if Rich is so smart, I don’t see how he can be satisfied with taking what are more-or-less remedial high school classes.”

“He reads a lot,” Amanda says.  “You’ve been to his apartment, right?  You’ve seen all the books on his shelves?  They’re like his only possessions—other than the bed.” She purses her lips and looks uncertain for a moment.  “Unless he’s changed the place around.”

A light comes on in my head.  So that’s what all the boxes in his hall were.  His books.  Of course he’d want them out of harm’s way when it came time for his friends to trash the place.  “No, it’s still exactly like that.”

Amanda smiles.  “See?  You’ve got to learn to piece these things together, Penelope.”

I shrug off the slightly-provoking comment.  “So Rich didn’t go to Princeton.  Is that what caused the rift between him and his father?”

“I’d say the rift was there long before.  Princeton was more like the straw that broke the camel’s back.  His father kicked him out of the house when he refused to go.  But Richard was getting set to leave, anyway.”

“Hmm.  And he was what, eighteen, when it happened?”

Amanda nods.

“How long ago was that?”

Amanda blows out her cheeks.  “Um, it must have been seven, eight years ago now.”  She seems surprised by the number.  “Wow.  I’ve known him for almost a decade.  Sure doesn’t feel that long.”

I feel another spike of jealousy in my stomach.  I’d only been eleven or twelve when Amanda first met Rich.  They had a history together.  He and I, on the other hand, had… what?  A single night of passion followed by the worst kind of adventure possible?  Knowing what I do now about the circumstances of that night, I can’t even be sure he was ever attracted to me.  He just chose me because I looked like his sister.

I’m being stupid, I know.  Yet a tiny part of me held out hope that maybe the reason Rich came back to rescue me was that somewhere deep inside, he felt something for me.  

I shake my head in disgust.  It’s a vain hope.  And totally misplaced.  Rich hasn’t shown any interest in me since.  We’ve already spent two nights under the same roof.  He’d just felt guilty about leaving me, that’s all.  I’m sure the same thing would have happened with any other girl he picked out to fool Tam and Victor.

“He has a sister, too, you know,” Amanda announces without warning.  “It wouldn’t surprise me if you don’t.  He doesn’t talk about her.  Ever.  But, the way you look just now…” Amanda laughs.  “It’s kind of silly, but I swear to God, you remind of a picture I saw of her once.”  She narrows her eyes.  “It’s uncanny, really, now that I think about it.  The resemblance between you two.  Of course, she’d been younger than you in the picture, and her hair was longer…” Amanda trails off in thought.  “It’s a wonder I only saw it now.”

Something Amanda said caught my ear.  “Rich doesn’t talk about his sister?  Why?”

“He blames himself for not being able to take her with him when he left New York.  She’d been too young to understand the truth about their father.  Richard didn’t want her to grow up in the same environment he did, but couldn’t just pick her up and go, either.  She was still his father’s daughter, and underage besides.  That would have been kidnapping.”

“Has he talked to her since leaving?” I prod carefully.

“I think not.  When I met him, he always said he’d get in touch with her when she was older.  Who knows?”  Amanda looks back at the clock and grimaces.  “And now,” she announces, “you’ve officially made me late for work.”

“Sorry,” I say.  “And thanks for the breakfast.”

“Sure.  Just clean up after yourself, will you?  I hate coming home to a dirty kitchen.  Oh!  Don’t give any scraps to Mel, either.  She’ll beg and whimper, but they’re bad for her.”

“Sure thing.”  I feel a little guilty for the pieces of food I’d been sneaking under the table to the retriever this whole time.  “Amanda?  Before you go, can I ask you something?”

“Make it quick,” she says, shrugging into a jacket she’d left on the counter.  

I take a deep breath.  “It’s about Rich.  You don’t… still love him do you?”

My question catches her off guard.  She freezes in the motion of pulling the jacket over her arms.  

“No,” she says finally.  “No, of course not.”  She laughs, but it has an uneasy edge to it.  “Why?”  Her eyes suddenly become hard.  “Do I give off that impression?”

“No, no,” I retreat.  “Definitely not.  I was just making sure, that’s all.”

“Well, that’s a rude, stupid question to ask,” she grumbles.  “Forget what I said about cleaning up.  Just… don’t touch anything while I’m gone, okay?”

Before I have a chance to answer, she storms out of the kitchen.  I hear the front door slam a few moments later.

Mel whimpers and looks up at me.  I scratch her neck.  “What a mess,” I whisper to her.

Despite Amanda’s denial, I can tell I’d struck a nerve.  I know she definitely has feelings for Rich.


Chapter Eleven

 

I hear Rich’s truck in the driveway only a few minutes after Amanda leaves.  The front door opens just as I round the corner to it.  A wet, dripping Rich stomps in.

“God,” he complains.  “It’s a shit storm out there.”  He shakes off his soaked jacket and throws it to the floor.  Then he notices me.

I don’t know if it’s just my imagination, but his eyes seem to light up when they land on me.  “Look who finally decided to wake up!  We missed you at breakfast.”

I smile.  “So I heard.”

“Was Amanda still here when you woke?  Good.  I was afraid you’d get up and freak out with both of us gone.  I wrote you a note—” Rich gives a sheepish grin, “—but I forgot it in my pocket when I left.”

“Did you, now?” I ask, curious.  “Let me see.”

Rich hesitates, and then pulls out a crumpled, yellow Post-It from his jeans.  The paper is soaked through.  He hands it to me.  I flatten it against my leg, then try to read it.  The black ink has run.

“‘Penny,’” I start, struggling to make out the letters, “‘I had to leave early but will be back.  Rich.’”  I perk an eyebrow at him.  “Very poetic.”

Rich snatches it from my hand.  “Don’t make fun!  I’m not one for long-winded letters.”

“Clearly,” I say, following him into the house.  Mel runs up to us and barks happily.  I kneel down and rub her belly.

Rich raises an eyebrow.  “You’re friends with the dog now?”

I give him a significant look.  “Her name is Mel.  And yes.  She and I have taken a liking to each other.”

“Quite the opposite of you and Amanda, huh?”

“Actually, Amanda and I are getting along, too.  We talked for a long time last night after you fell asleep.”

Rich looks surprised.  “You did?  She didn’t mention that to me.  Does that mean I won’t have to worry about leaving you two together anymore?”

“I think I can manage,” I say.  “Besides, if anything goes wrong, I’ve got Mel as backup.”

“I don’t know if you want to test a dog’s loyalty to her owner,” Rich muses.  “But I trust you’ve got enough sense for that.”

“Finally you’re giving me some credit,” I say sarcastically.  “So where were you this morning?  Amanda didn’t know anything other than that you had to go run some ‘errands.’”  I make air-quotes with my fingers.  “Anything to do with what happened to us?”

“Yeah,” Rich nods.  “But let me change out of these wet clothes before I tell you.”

He starts down the hall to our room.  Before he shuts the door, he calls out over one shoulder, “Oh, and you’ll be happy to know that I got stitched up by a doctor.”  He pauses.  “Mom.”

 

***

 

I decide to shower while Rich is changing.  When I get back to my room, a towel wrapped around my chest, I find my old clothes gone from the bed where I’d left them.  Instead, there’s an unmarked brown paper bag in their place.

Curious, I open it—and find an entire set of new clothing inside.  There’s a pair of dark jeans, a few plain blouses, and two t-shirts.  There’s a black sweater a lot like the one I own, and—at the very bottom—a very skimpy set of blue-lace lingerie.

I pick up the bra and inspect the tag.  He got me a 34B.  I smile.  It looks like a perfect fit.  

“Rich?” I call out.  “What did you do with my old clothes?”

“I got you new ones!” he yells from somewhere far away.  “What do you think?”

“I haven’t tried them on yet!”

“I figured you needed something to change into other than what you had on when you met me!”  Silence.  Then, without warning, the door creaks open and his head pops in.

“Richard!” I spin around, clutching the towel to my chest.  Blood rushes to my cheeks.  He’d seen me naked, yes, but things have changed since then.  “Get out!”

“I want to see what you look like in your new clothes,” he says casually.  I peek over my shoulder.  He makes no indication of moving.  It doesn’t help that the blush on my face is accentuated by a growing warmth between my legs.

“Out,” I order him.

He doesn’t move.  He has a wolfish grin on his face.  “I’m particularly proud of the lingerie I picked out.  I got your size right, didn’t I?”

“Out!” I scream, throwing a pillow at him.  It smacks him right in the face.  “Out, out, out!”

“All right, all right.  Jeez.”  He grins one last time before closing the door, not an ounce of remorse on his face.

 

***

 

A few minutes later, I emerge wearing the jeans and sweater Rich got me.  Everything’s a perfect fit.  I find him leaning against one wall, arms crossed, eyes contemplative.  When he sees me, the look fades.  He flashes an easy grin.  

“So?” I ask, spinning to show off my new jeans and sweater.  “What do you think?”

“Spin around again,” he suggests. 

I offer a wry smile and do another little twirl.  He laughs.  

“They fit you, all right,” Rich says.  “Though dark colors aren’t really your style.  They make you look kind of Goth.”

I slap him on the arm.  “You’re the one who got them for me!”  Then I consider what he said.  “And this isn’t even remotely close to Goth.  I’d have to bust out so much eyeliner and shadow for that you wouldn’t even recognize me.”

“Sounds like you’ve got some experience with it,” Rich teases.

“I may have dressed up like a certain rock star one Halloween not very long ago,” I admit.

“Really?”  Rich’s eyebrows go up in curiosity.  “Which one?”

“Oh no,” I shake my head, “that is one secret I’m taking to the grave.”

Rich laughs.  “Fair enough.  Why didn’t you put on one of the blouses, though?  They’re brighter.”

“In this weather?” I nod to the window.  “There are so many clouds out there you can barely tell it’s day.  Yuck.”

“Good point.”  Rich steps up to me, close enough that I can feel the warmth of his body through our clothes.  “And what about the lingerie?”

I blush and turn away.  “It’s still in the bag,” I lie.

“Pity,” Rich says.  “I’d imagine you’d make it look sexy as fuck.”  His voice becomes a notch lower.  “I was looking forward to seeing it.”

“You’re going to have to try a bit harder than that to get me undressed,” I say playfully, pushing him away.  He gives a bashful grin. 

 “So!” I announce, changing the subject before things become awkward, “What did you do in town?  Aside from undercover shopping and seeing a doc, that is.”

In an instant, his expression turns serious.  “Come to the living room,” he says.  “I’ll explain things there.”

More secrets?  I wonder as I follow Rich through the halls.  We sit down across from each other on two couches separated by a coffee table.  

“Well?” I prompt when he doesn’t speak right away.

He looks very thoughtful before speaking.  “I got in touch with my sister,” he tells me finally.

“Did you?” I ask, surprised.

Rich nods.  “She was worried because I haven’t talked to her for a few days.  Originally, I was supposed to meet with her last night.”

“But you didn’t because of me.  Right?”

“Yeah.  Coming back for you kind of screwed up our plans.”  Rich meets my eyes.  “Not that I regret it.”

I smile a bit.  “Thanks.”

“Anyway, Min said she was fine—which was a huge relief.”  Rich’s expression becomes withdrawn.  “Sometimes I think she’d be better off if she hadn’t come to me.  That way, I wouldn’t have endangered her by my…” he gestures vaguely in my direction, “…weakness for you.”

My eyes widen at the comment, but he continues before I can speak.  

“But she did, and we’ve all got to live with it now.”  Rich sighs.  “I’m thinking of leaving you here while I go meet up with her.”

“What?” I demand, caught flat-footed. 

“It’s not an easy decision for me,” Rich defends quickly.  “But it’s made easier by what you told me when I got back.  That you and Amanda are getting along.  Before, I’d have hesitated just to ask.  But now, well, this is the safest place for you, Penny.”  He spreads his hands and tries to look placating.

“Nuh-uh!!”  I shake my head vigorously.  “You have some nerve, Rich, you know that?  Assuming you know what’s best just because you’re older.”

He frowns.  “I never said—”

“Let me finish!  I didn’t stay with you only to be left behind now.  I didn’t stay with you so you could just dump me as soon as it became convenient for you.”

“Penny, it’s not like that at all,” Rich stresses.  I can tell he’s trying hard to stay calm.  But, some of his irritation seeps through anyway.  “I’m not ‘dumping’ you here—whatever that means—because it’s convenient for me.  You think it’s convenient for me to ask that of Amanda?  No!  I’m asking you to stay because I know that here, you’ll be away from danger.  Tam and Victor don’t know who you are.  They don’t know we’re here.  I would stay if I could.  But I have to help Min.”

“Let me come.”

“No!” he barks.  His hostility is unmistakable.  “I promised I would keep you safe, and this is how I intend to do it.  You will stay here.”

I cross my arms, growing more and more furious by the second.  “Oh, and you just presume you can tell me what to do, Richard?”  I emphasize his full name.  “You think you’re so damn smart, that you’ve got everything all figured out, just because you got into Princeton?”

His eyes narrow.  “How do you know that?”

“Amanda told me,” I say recklessly.

“Great!” Rich snaps, shooting up from his seat.  “Just fucking great!”  Mel bursts into the room, spurred by our raised voices.  “Is there anything else your new best friend told you behind my back?”

“Nothing that you need to know,” I fire back at him, catching Mel by the collar before she has a chance to get too excited.

Rich starts pacing behind the couch, his strides long and angry.  “Dammit, Penny!  Why does everything have to be such a struggle with you?”  He glares at me with hardened eyes.  “Why can’t you just accept that I have your best interest in mind?”

I laugh, my voice thick with contempt.  “My best interest?  You flatter yourself.  What about when you left me with Tam and Victor?”

Rich grips the top of the couch.  Veins pulse up and down his tattooed forearms.  “That was different,” he growls.  “That was a mistake.  That was before.”

“Before?” I ask, not even trying to hide the scorn in my voice.  “Before what?”

“Before I figured out,” Rich begins, “I have FUCKING FEELINGS FOR YOU!”

The words billow out of him like hot smoke from a chimney fire.  The room goes quiet.  Rich’s chest heaves with emotion.

The only sounds to break the silence are Rich’s heavy breathing and Mel’s low, warning growl.

I feel like I just stood up too fast.  I’m stunned.  I have to blink to clear my head.  When I finally speak, my voice is quiet and shaky.  “You… have feelings for me?”

Rich stares right at me.  His nostrils flare with each breath.  The muscles of his forearm flex as he tightens his grip on the couch.  “I… argh!”  He spins around and storms out the room.  

A few seconds later, a door slams loudly from down the hall.

I’m left alone with Mel.  A nervous tightness begins to form in my chest.    

For a good long while, I don’t move.  I don’t know how to properly react to this revelation.  Rich has feelings for me?  And he decides to tell me now, after trying to leave me behind?

No.  It doesn’t make any sense.  He must have misspoke.  He hasn’t made a single move on me since pulling me from the bar, and we’ve had plenty of time alone for him to do it.

But… somewhere deep inside, a voice whispers to me that this was the real reason I’d stayed with him instead of ratting him out to the cops.  Because somewhere along our twisted journey, I developed feelings for him, too.  Because my heart knew what my mind did not.

I do not know whether I should be excited or afraid.  Rich is the worst thing for me right now.  Yet despite knowing that—despite logically understanding that my self-preservation instincts should be driving me far, far away from him—I feel… a pull.  To him.  A magnetism that is undeniable.  It had always been there, but I’d never had enough time to consider it before.  Now, with Rich’s proclamation…

I stand up.  My hesitation lasts only a second before I start down the hall.  I need to talk to him.

I stride to the only closed door I see and rap my knuckles against it.  “Rich?”

There’s no answer.  After a moment, I pick up a faint, rhythmic sound on the other side.  Thump, thump, THUD!  Thump, thump, THUD!

I knock again.  “Rich, what are you doing?”  I try the doorknob, find that it’s unlocked.  “Rich, I’m coming in,” I warn before I open the door.

The door leads to a large garage with a concrete floor.  It has been retrofitted into a weight room.  There’s a treadmill near me, a bench with some dumbbells beside it, and, at the far end of the garage… an old, brown punching bag.

That’s where I see Rich.  He’d torn off his shirt and thrown it to the side.  His back glistens with sweat as he attacks the bag with unrelenting determination.  Thump, thump, thump, thump, THUD!  Thump, thump, THUD!  THUD!  THUD!

I don’t think he’s noticed me.  His jabs continue, growing more fierce by the second.  THUD!  THUD!  The bag swings away from him and he catches it with a brutal left hook on its way back.  I can see the faded scar on the outside of his shoulder.  Every fiber of muscle in his body is showing.  Each of his jabs releases energy like a coiled spring.  He has the destructive energy of a hurricane.

I don’t know if it’s best for me to talk to him like this.  I’d seen how he can get angry.  

I start toward him anyway.

He glances my way for a split-second.  Then he grunts, turns his back, and continues attacking the punching bag.

“Rich?”

No response.  His jabs become more forceful.

“Rich.”

Still he ignores me, focusing all his attention on what he’s doing.  Each punch seems to rebound more loudly off the leather. 

“Rich!  Rich, look at me!”

He freezes mid-strike.  He steps to the side, allowing the bag to swing past him.  He keeps his head lowered and his back to me.  His shoulders rise and fall with every breath.

“Penny,” he says quietly.  “What do you want?”

“I want to talk,” I begin, stepping around so I can see his face.  Suddenly, I notice the red staining his knuckles.  “Rich!” I exclaim.  “Your hands!”

“It’s nothing,” he says curtly.  He wipes them against his jeans, then picks up a roll of white tape and starts wrapping them.  He leans against one cement wall and focuses completely on his hands.  “Well?” he asks without looking up.  “What do you want to talk about?”

I forget myself for a second.  There’s something very raw about the way he looks just now.  Shirtless.  Leaning against the cold wall.  Focusing on his knuckles.  I feel a primal urge to throw myself at him.  

I push it down.

“What do I want to talk about?” I repeat.  “What do you think I want to talk about?”  I gesture around me.  “Everything!  This place, what we’re doing, us!”

Rich looks up.  His face is so hard it could be carved from stone.  “There is no ‘us,’” he says gravely.

“I heard you say—”

“I know what I said!” he interrupts.  “It was stupid.  I should never have spoken.”

I almost grind my teeth in frustration.  “Why do you need to be so stubborn?” I demand.

“Why?” Rich retorts.  “Because I am not who you think I am, Penny!  Because my whole life, I’ve always prided myself on being in control.  But when I’m around you, all that falters.  Everything fails.  And I find that I can’t… keep anything… in check.”

I roll my eyes and plant my fists on my hips.  “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about—this.”

Without seeming to move, he closes the space between us.  Before I know what’s happening, his mouth crashes into mine.  My lips part, and he kisses me with a fiery passion.  His tongue finds its way past my defenses, and I’m left helpless, absorbed by the power of his kiss.

He pulls me into him, his hands tugging on my waist, forcing my body to adapt to his.  I love the feeling.  Some part of my mind is screaming at me to resist, but I mute it ruthlessly.  My insides boil with the passion Rich’s kiss evokes.  

It doesn’t take long for me to return his kiss just as hard, just as hungrily.  This is the release.  This is the outlet for all our pent-up emotions.  The sexual tension between us has been growing since he’d rescued me.  I’d just been blind to it before.  Right now, it is nuclear.  Overpowering.  Overwhelming.  All-encompassing.

When Rich finally lets me go, I feel like an avalanche has just swept me off my feet.  I’m dizzy.  Lightheaded.  My cheeks are flushed and my entire body is trembling from the rush of adrenaline.

“You don’t know,” Rich says softly, “how long I’ve been waiting to do that.”

I take too long to respond.  My thoughts are mushy.  I just stare at him like an idiot.  There is not enough blood left in my brain to think.  

All I know is the crushing desire I feel for him at that moment.  I want his hard body against mine.  I want his hot flesh against my skin.  I open my mouth to say something… and end up giggling like a schoolgirl.

Rich smirks, and kisses me again.  My hands run over his back.  I love the tightness of his muscles beneath my fingers.  I love the clean scent of his sweat.  I reach up to curl my fingers in his hair.  His hands rush to lift the sweater over my head, and I break from his kiss for the split-second it takes to do so.

The next thing I know, he’s pressing me backward.  I try not to stumble as I will my legs to move.  He pushes me against the cold, rough wall.  His tongue continues to dance with mine.  I want him to never let me go.  I’m filled with a giddy, nervous sort of excitement as I feel his growing erection through the thick fabric of his jeans.  All I know is the intense passion of the moment.

My hands dart to his jeans, and my fingers stumble over the button holding them together.  Rich is still kissing me, exploring the insides of my mouth with such wanton abandon that I cannot doubt he wants me every bit as much as I want him.  He kisses me like a man possessed by his need for a woman.  I give myself to him for the taking.

With no warning, he pushes away from me.  A rush of cool air runs over my abdomen where his body had just been.  I nearly cry out with the loss.

“No,” Rich says.  “No.  I shouldn’t be doing this.”

My mind protests in alarm.  What?  “Rich—”

“I’m not good for you, Penny,” he interrupts.  His eyes meet mine.  I can see the fire raging in them.  “Do you understand me?  I shouldn’t—can’t—be doing this.  After what I’ve done, I don’t deserve you.”

“Rich, I…”  I what?  How can I explain the desperate need throbbing through me for him?  How can I explain the way every single cell in my body wants nothing more than to be surrounded by his strength again?  How—

“Don’t talk.  Just listen.”  He turns away, leaning into the punching bag with his forehead in a defeated stance.  “I have a weakness for you, Penny.  I told you that.  I let you stay when I should have sent you hundreds of miles away.  You can’t be with me anymore.  Every hour you spend with me puts you in deeper and deeper danger.  I let you stay when I should have forced you to go.  It was stupid.”  He punches the bag.  “Selfish.”  Another punch.  “And just fucking wrong.  And now I forced myself on you like some, some animal.”  He accentuates the word by jabbing the bag once more.  He shakes his head, his dark red hair swinging back and forth.  “I’m no better than my dad.”

A light sparks in my head, and I understand.  That is what all his reservation is all about.  Rich’s unresolved issues about his father.  

“Rich,” I say softly, coming up to him and laying a hand over his tattooed arm.  “You are nothing like your dad.  I promise you.”

“Oh?  Like you would know.”  Surprisingly, there is no venom in his words.

“I do.”  I take his hand in two of mine and hold it between us, turning him toward me.  “You’re loyal, and caring.  You value your family.  Look at everything you’ve done for your sister.”

“At your expense.”

“And I can see how it tears at you.  I can see how much you regret it.”

“You…can?”  There’s a very sweet, very endearing mix of uncertainty and relief in his voice.  “Really?”

“Yes,” I promise.

“Penny.”  He looks at me hopefully.  “I… I can’t help the way I feel about you.  That’s why we need to be apart.  That’s—” he grunts all of a sudden as I hit him hard in the ribs.  “What was that for?”

“For your idiocy,” I tell him, rubbing my hand.  I had no idea how much it would hurt.  It felt like punching a steel wall!  “For having the audacity to keep pretending you know what’s best for me.  For thinking I want to be left behind while you run off.”

“It’s the best thing for you.”  He pulls his hand out of mine and picks up his shirt.  Regret and disappointment fills me as he tugs it over his head.  I feel disproportionately exposed in nothing but the blue bra he’d bought for me.  Rich continues.  “You saw the type of people who want my sister.  You know they want me now, too.  If I take you with me—” he grunts and shakes his head, “—and I can’t even believe I’m entertaining the possibility—but if I do, and if they discover the way I feel about you, your life will be at risk.  Your life, Penny!  I can’t do that to you.”

“And how is that?” I ask.

He looks at me quizzically.  “How is what?”

“How is the way you feel about me?”

Rich makes a vague, empty gesture around him.  “You know.”

“No,” I say. “I don’t know.” I step up to him and look him in the eyes.  His beautiful, misting silver eyes.  “Tell me.”

He stares at me for a long time.  In the quiet moment, I feel the connection between us.  It’s more than lust.  More than mere attraction.  It’s something deeper, more profound.  I can see it in the way he looks at me.  The concern hidden behind his eyes, the conflicting emotions raging in his head.  I can feel it in the way my skin tingles when I stand this close to him.  In the way my heart beats louder and my breaths become fluttery.

He breaks off by turning away.  “I can’t.  I can’t put it into words, Penny.  And even if I could, I wouldn’t.”  He lowers his voice.  “Because then I’d be afraid you might never let me go.” 

My heart melts at the unwavering sincerity in his words.  He really does care for me, I realize.  “Rich?” I say softly.  “Answer me this.  If I were any other girl, would you still have come back for me?”

He looks back over his shoulder at me.  His eyes seem to soak me in.  They run over my face, down my body, and back up again to meet my eyes.  “How can you even ask that, Penny?  I came back for you, and you alone.  No.  If you were anybody else, I would never have returned.”  He grunts in a half-laugh.  “You can see how much shit that little decision has gotten me in.”

“Rich—”

“No.”  He points a finger at me.  “Don’t start again.  Don’t tempt me.”  His voice becomes hard.  “Put your sweater back on.  If Amanda comes home and finds you like that, she’ll make assumptions.”

“Let her,” I say, emboldened by what he’d just told me.  Rich came back for me.  Not for anybody else.  Just for me.  “I want Amanda to see us like this.”  I start toward him in my best impression of a sultry walk.  “I don’t care what she thinks.”  

I step into him, leaning my bare body against his.  Rich stands still as a statue.  “I never got to thank you… properly… for what you did.”  My hands go back to his jeans, resuming the work they’d begun before.  This time, they’re steady and resolute. 

Rich still doesn’t move.  “If we do this…”

“No ‘ifs,’” I purr, going on my toes to kiss him.  My lips brush against his, gentle as silk rippling in the wind.  His mouth parts slightly, as if he’s unsure of himself.

Then he grunts and shoves me away.  “No.”

I stumble back and nearly fall.  The moment between us shatters.

“What the fuck, Rich?”  I demand, growing angry.  “You can’t just—”

“You can’t,” he stresses.  “You can’t do this.  I will not let you get involved with me.”

“You fucking condescending bastard!” I yell at him.  “Why do you always get to decide what’s best for me?”  I feel humiliated, rejected as surely and cruelly as I had been just now.  Livid words pour out of me.  “Why do you get to decide what’s right for me?  Huh, Rich?  What makes you think you know best?”

“What do you know, Penny?” he rages back.  “You’re no more than a child!  If you had two proper thoughts in that brain of yours, you wouldn’t be anywhere near me right now!”

“A child?”  My voice drips with scorn and anger.  “Is that how you think of me?  Take a look in the mirror, Richard!  You may be smart enough to have gotten into Princeton, but you have all the emotional maturity of a five-year-old!”

He glares at me.  “Put your sweater on,” he says coldly.  He turns and stalks out the garage.  “Once you’ve calmed yourself, you can come find me and talk.”

 

***

 

It takes me more than a few minutes to compose myself.  Never before have I experienced such a slew of emotions so rapidly.  I’m lost, uncertain, and angry.  My temper threatens to boil over.  I wait for it to simmer down.

When I emerge from the garage, the anger I feel is only a muted roar at the back of my mind.  Only.

 I find Rich in the living room.  I wonder what he’s feeling.  His hard eyes give away nothing as he watches me move across the room.  It’s like nothing has happened.

Nobody can go through what we have and recover so quickly.  It has to be an act.  Well, I can act unaffected, too.  But damn him for stirring all these feelings in me.  Damn him for kindling all the emotions raging and then acting so aloof, so distant.  Damn him for kissing me, and damn my body for reacting to him so resoundingly.

I reach under the coffee table and pull out the laptop I’d noticed there before.

“What are you doing?” Rich demands.

“Checking my email,” I say, giving him a bright and brittle smile.  “You don’t think Amanda will mind, do you?”

“I—”

“You said so yourself,” I continue, booting up the computer with an angry jab.  “You want to leave me here while you continue on.  Fine.  I need to check my mail and get in touch with certain people if I’m to go home.”

“That,” Rich says hesitatingly, “would be for the best.”  He sounds distracted.  My eyes dart to him then back to the screen.  He’s staring off into the distance.  “I’ll leave you to it, then.  I’ll be in the kitchen.”

I snort loudly as he stands up.  That was it?  That was how easily he’d accepted what I just said?  The rush of air as he walks by threatens to stir the smoldering flames in me in to a full-out conflagration.

I fixate on the glowing Windows logo as the laptop starts up, and try to find my calm.

“I am sorry, you know,” Rich says from the doorway.  

I ignore him.

“I know the way I’ve handled things with you has been shitty.  But, a clean cut now?  It’ll be for the best.”

I don’t dignify him with a response.  I can feel his eyes digging into my shoulder blades.  The tension builds for a long time. It only dissipates when he finally turns and leaves.

I exhale a breath I didn’t even know I had been holding.  With Rich out of the room, I feel somehow more unsteady.  Less certain of myself.  My fingers tremble as I place them on the keyboard and use the mouse pad to open a web browser.  I type “www.gmail.com” into the address bar and sit back, waiting for the slow connection to load.

The browser hits the page and logs in automatically.  I’m so distracted I don’t even notice I’m in Amanda’s inbox until I mouse over the “Compose Mail” button.

Irritated, I move the cursor horizontally across the screen to log out, when the most recent message catches my eye.  The subject line is innocuous enough: “Meeting.”  But the name of the sender sets my heart racing.

“Rich?” I call out.  I can’t help the quiver in my voice.  “Rich, come here!”

He must have picked up on my urgency, because he comes running.  “What?  What is it?”

“Rich,” I say softly, turning around to face him, “what is Tam’s last name?”

“Bakker,” he tells me.  “Why?”

I point a trembling finger at the screen.  He frowns as he walks over to me.  When he sees what I’m pointing at, his breath catches.

“He’s meeting with Amanda,” he says, his voice hoarse with disbelief.  Hearing him confirm it sends a chill down my spine.  “Shit!  When? Penny, quick, open the email!”

The cursor flies across the screen.  I click on the subject line.  

“Come on, come on, come on,” Rich urges behind me.  “If it wasn’t for this damn dial-up connection…  There!”

My eyes sweep over the newly-loaded text.  I find what I’m looking for right away.  “One-fifteen,” I say, pressing my finger to the screen.  “And now it’s…” a despairing, sinking feeling weighs down my chest.  “Almost one-thirty.”

“Shit!” Rich curses.  “Shit, shit, shit!”

“I thought you said they didn’t know we were here!” I exclaim.  Panic throttles up inside of me.  “Rich!  Answer me!”

“They don’t!  Or, they didn’t.  Or, rather, they weren’t supposed to.”  He runs a hand through his hair.  “Fuck!  Amanda must have told them.”

“I thought you said we could trust her!”

“That’s what I thought,” Rich says in a rush.  “Fuck!  I should have thought of it before.  Of course these people would have checked on my past relationships.  Of course they’d know about Amanda!”

“Could she really be so spiteful?  Could she really have given us away?”

Rich snorts.  “You’ve met her.  What do you think?”

I don’t hesitate for a second before answering.  “Yes.”

Rich starts pacing the room in front of me.  “I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it with my own two eyes.  I would never have believed it of Amanda.  But I’ve always tried to see the good in her.  Okay.”  He takes a deep breath.  “This changes everything.  Amanda doesn’t know that we know.  She could just be meeting with Tam to cover for us, to say we’re not here.”

I look at him flatly.  “Do you really believe that?”

“No.”  He fidgets with his hands.  “No, even I’m not that naïve.  She’s bringing him here.  The question is, when?  Penny, read the email.  Where does it say they’re meeting?”

My eyes scan the screen.  “A coffee shop in town.”

Rich nods.  “Okay.  Good.  It takes about fifteen minutes to get from there to here.  Which gives us—”

He cuts off as the sound of tires driving over gravel sound from outside.  I jerk my head toward the window.  Mel starts to bark.  

“Get down!!” Rich hisses, grabbing me by the waist and nearly tackling me to the floor.  A thrill shoots through me at having his body so close to mine, but it’s quashed by the nearly maddening panic twisting my insides into knots.  “Stay there,” Rich says, and sneaks to the window to look outside.  His head hovers above the sill for a moment.  When he turns back, his face is drained of blood.  “They’re here.”

“Who?” I demand with desperate fright.

“Tam and Victor.  Amanda’s with them.  She drove.”  Rich looks around the room wildly, like a cornered animal.  “Victor looks excited to get some revenge.”

“Holy shit,” I whimper.  “What do we do?  We’re trapped.”

Rich’s eyes focus on the hallway.  I know an idea has formed in his mind.  “Not yet,” he says.  He rushes to me and takes my hand.  “I promised I’d keep you safe.  I don’t break my promises.”

 

***

 

We rush through the halls of Amanda’s enormous house.  I fully expect Tam and Victor to pop up around every corner.  For each one we pass that they don’t, I only become more uneasy.  I know it’s just a matter of time.

Rich bursts into Amanda’s room and rips into her closet.  

“What are you doing?” I say, aghast.

“Looking for something,” he replies.  A leather jacket flies over his shoulder at me.  I catch it.  “Put that on.  You’re going to need it.”

I shrug my shoulders into it, but I don’t understand.  “Rich, hurry!” I urge.  It might just be my imagination, but I think I can hear the front door opening.  Mel begins to bark.  “Hurry!”

“Got it,” he grunts.  He’s holding a ring of keys in one hand.  He looks at me for a moment, then bursts out in a grin as if nothing at all is wrong.  “That jacket suits you.”

Before I can answer, he grabs my hand and runs so fast I nearly fall as I try to match his long strides.  He leads me through a back room, down a flight of stairs, and into the cellar.

“Rich, we’re trapped down here!” I exclaim, terrified.  “What the hell are you thinking?”

“Lock the door,” he tells me.  “Brace it.  We can’t have them breaking in before we’re ready.”

“Ready?  Ready for what?”

“Just go!”

I scramble to the door and slam it shut.  I think I can hear footsteps above us.  I look around desperately for something to put against the door.  There’s a shelf of preserves beside me.  I heave it down with all my strength.  It crashes to the floor.

“Jesus Christ!” Rich screams.  “Why not announce to them we’re down here a little louder next time, huh?”

“Sorry,” I say, abashed.  He’s right to get angry, though.  It’s just—well, I’ve never had experience with these types of situations before!

I shove the shelf toward the door.  Every inch it moves seems to sap half my strength.  By the time it’s in place, there’s not a muscle left in my body that isn’t burning.  I can definitely hear footsteps above us now.  Mel’s barking continues, audible even through the floor.

I hear a resounding clang of metal striking metal behind me.  I spin around.  Rich is standing in front of a locked shed.  I hadn’t noticed it before.  I have no idea why it’s here.

Rich raises something over his head, and brings it down against the lock.  Another metallic clang echoes through the room.  A flash of light lets me see that Rich is attacking the lock with a fire axe.

My eyes dart over the cellar.  I notice something hanging on the far wall.  I run to it, grab it from its hook, and hand it to Rich.  “Here.”

Rich turns.  “What?”  Then he sees the shape in my hands.  “Bolt cutters.  Where did you find these?”

“I can be handy in a tight spot.”  I show him all my teeth.

“I’m beginning to learn that.”  He takes the cutters from me, flexes them against the thinnest part of the lock, and presses down hard.  The metal snaps with a twang.

Rich throws the doors of the shed open.  Inside are two dirt bikes.  I look at him incredulously.  “Bikes?  That’s your grand plan?”

“We’ll take the trails behind the house,” Rich says.  He surprises me by slamming the fire axe into the tires of one of the bikes.  “There’s no way they’ll be able to follow us in a car.”

“How did you know the bikes were here?”

“They belong to Amanda’s brothers.”

“Great,” I say, seeing one glaring flaw in his plan.  “And how do you propose we get out of the cellar?” 

Rich points over my shoulder.  I glance back—and feel like a complete idiot.  There’s another set of stairs leading to a pair of those horizontal basement doors.  I can see the puddle of water beneath it from the rain.

Rich grins and sticks one of the keys into the bike.  The engine roars to life.  “Open those doors,” he tells me, “and get on.”


Chapter Twelve

 

I cling to Rich’s body as the bike flies over the uneven forest ground.  Rich maneuvers over the trails like he’s been off-roading his whole life.  Maybe he has.  I still know very little about him.

I feel like I’ve been caught in some bad action movie.  But the constant pounding of blood in my ears tells me this is real.  The wind stinging my eyes tells me this is real.  Rich’s hard body in front of me tells me this is real.  And the fact that my heart leaps to my throat every time the bike lifts into the air tells me this is very, very real.

Rich slows down after half an hour.  We’re deep in the woods, so the trees are keeping the worst of the rain off.  “I don’t think they’re following us,” he says.

“That’s a relief,” I sigh.

“You can let go now, by the way.”  He looks over his shoulder at me.  “You’re squeezing so tight I can barely breathe.”  His eyes flicker to mine.  “Not that I’m complaining.”

“Oh.  Sorry.”  I unknot my arms from around his waist, and find them stiff and cramped.  I flex them a few times at the elbow to work some circulation back.  “Now what?”

“Now, we continue on.”

 

***

 

Hours later, we’re riding along an empty stretch of highway.  Rich had found a trail that led out of the forest and connected to the main roads.  The rain had let up recently.  Before doing so, however, it had soaked my leather jacket so much it feels like I am carrying a carcass on my shoulders.

I see the lights of a town coming up in the distance.  More cars start to pass us.  Rich takes an exit and drives through the streets before pulling into a half-empty parking lot.  There’s a small, dark building in one corner.  A sign hangs over the door: The Blackbear Pub.

“What are we doing here?” I ask as I swing my legs off the motorcycle.

“Food,” Rich replies.  “Warmth.  Information.  I have to figure out where we are.  Come on.”

When he opens the doors, a blast of hot air greets me.  Hot air, loud music, and hundreds of overlapping voices.  It had been impossible to tell from outside, but this place is packed.  

Rich doesn’t wait for the hostess.  He grabs my hand and pulls me through the crowd.  We go straight to the bar.  There are a pair of empty stools near the corner.  We take them.

The bartender is a long-legged, bubbly blonde with a fake tan, fake boobs, and fake lashes.  She darts over as soon as she sees Rich.  “What can I get for you, honey?” she drawls in a lilting, Southern accent that she probably thinks is sexy.  

I roll my eyes.  I don’t think she even realizes Rich and I came together.  Well, I’ve dealt with her kind in California plenty of times before.

“Two burgers,” Rich says, making a point of looking my way before turning his attention back to the bartender.  “And two Guinesses.  No.”  He shakes his head.  “Wait.  We’re going to need something stronger than that.  Get me a Three Wise Men.  And a Dry Manhattan, on the rocks.”  He winks at me.  “Right?”

“Yeah,” I say, surprised that he remembers the drink I had ordered the night we’d met.  Most guys don’t pay attention to things like that.

“Sure,” the blonde says.  The smile she gives us becomes as fake as the rest of her.  Realizing Rich didn’t come here alone seems to have dampened her enthusiasm.

We get our drinks soon after.  Rich empties the shooter in a single swig and slams the glass back on the table.  He turns to me.  “I’m going to go scope out the place a bit.  Get a feel for the kind of people in town.  See if I can find us a room for the night.  You’ll be okay by yourself?” 

“I’ve done just fine my whole life before you showed up.”  I didn’t mean for my words to sound scathing, but that’s how they come out.  “I think I’ll manage.”

Rich grunts, opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something… then clicks his jaw shut and disappears into the crowd.

I’m left alone to nurse my drink.  The food comes a few minutes later.  It’s greasy and fattening and cheap, and I know I’ll regret eating it later, but right now it’s the only comfort I have. 

I look over my shoulder to see if I can spot Rich.  But, I can’t find him anywhere.  Maybe I should apologize when he returns.  I take a long sip of my Manhattan.  After all, it’s not just me who’s gone through a lot of stress lately, I remind myself.

A hand on the small of my back alerts me to his presence.  “Rich, I…”

The words die on my tongue as I turn around.

The man standing behind me is not Rich.  He’s shorter, for one, and his hair is the color of ash, for another.  He’s not clean-shaven as Rich usually is, either.  Maybe half a week of stubble lines his cheeks and chin, but the spot above his lip is bare.  His hair is cropped up in a messy faux-hawk.  He’s wider than Rich, too.  From where I’m sitting the added girth looks to be all muscle, not fat.

“All alone?” the stranger muses in a deep, rumbling bass.  He speaks slowly and quietly, like he’s got everything under control.  Somehow, his words are clear over the boisterous sounds of the bar.  “I noticed you sitting alone for a good ten minutes.  A woman as stunning as you should not be left by herself for that long.”  He lowers his voice and leans in to whisper in my ear, “There are sharks around.”

I’m tempted to laugh in his face.  “Stunning”?  With my soaked jacket, wind-blown hair, and lips greasy from the burger?  Either this guy’s got the world’s biggest beer-goggles on, or he’s making an extremely misguided effort to ingratiate himself to me.

Were it not for the alcohol hitting my bloodstream, I probably would have laughed, too.  Instead, I decide to humor him.

“If there are sharks around,” I say, “then what does that make you?”

He laughs as he slides smoothly into Rich’s spot.  His hand doesn’t leave my back.  “My dear,” he confides, “I am the biggest one of all.”

I find myself grinning at his remark.  I bring the straw to my lips and take a sip to give myself time to look him over.  He’s got a good face, I decide, if somewhat ordinary.  I can tell from his body that he takes care of himself.  His manner is cool and confident.  His words are clear, and his eyes are sharp, which means he didn’t rely on liquid courage to come talk to me.  That’s a big plus in my book.

The man reaches up and touches a strand of hair beside my face.  The warmth of the back of his hand against my cheek sends an unexpected thrill through me.  “You know,” he says, “I would not ordinarily say something like this, but your hair…” he pauses to meet my gaze, “…and your eyes… remind me very much of a girl I loved a long time ago.  The only one I have ever been able to love.”

“What a shame to have loved only once,” I play along.  This might be the biggest bullshit I’ve ever heard, but sometimes it’s fun to pretend.  “She must have broken your heart quite badly for you to refuse to allow anyone else in.”

His expression fills with sorrow.  “She hurt me, it’s true,” he chokes.  His hand shifts a fraction of an inch to brush lightly against my cheek.  “But I would do it all again if it gave me the chance to meet someone as beautiful as you.”

This time, I can’t hold in my laughter.  The man looks completely taken aback.  “Does that ever work?” I ask, trying not to choke on my drink.

He recovers quickly, and grins easily at me.  “You tell me.  It’s the first time I’ve ever tried such an elaborate approach.”  He lifts his hand to his forehead in a gesture of exaggerated sorrow.  “Woe is me!  I am in possession of a broken heart, and only your love can make it whole again!”  He brings his hand down, smiles, and winks.  “Et cetera, et cetera.”

I laugh.  Not at him, but with him.  I like his sense of humor.  And he’s got the confidence to back it up.  “What’s your name?” I ask.  “I’m P—”

“What the hell is going on here?”

I spin around to find Rich glaring at the man I had been talking to.  He looks just about ready to kill him.  That means I’ve pissed him off.  Good.  It’s no more than he deserves for pushing me away so crudely back at Amanda’s garage.

“Oh, hello, Rich,” I say, my voice all dewy innocence.  “I was just having a pleasant conversation with a new friend.  This is…”

“Kevin,” the man says casually, holding out a hand toward Rich.  “Nice to meet you, bro.”

“Kevin,” Rich snarls.  He ignores the outstretched arm.  “I’m going to give you three seconds to get away from Penelope.”

“Penelope?” Kevin asks.  “That’s her name?”  He looks over at me.  “Is this guy your boyfriend?”

I look at Rich.  I can see the angry tightness in his jaw and neck.  “No,” I say, tossing my hair and leaning toward Kevin.  “No, he’s not.”

Kevin smiles sweetly at Rich.  “You’re not.  So, I can see no reason why you should tell me whether or not I can speak to her.  Unless the lady objects to my company…?” he trails off and I shake my head.  “No?  Good.  In that case, I’ll stay right here.  Oh, but there’s a group of girls who just walked in.  Maybe you can try your luck over there.”

Kevin turns to me, dismissing Rich completely.

“Kevin,” Rich says coldly.  “I’m not asking you.  I’m telling you.  Get.  Away.  From.  Her.”

Kevin shakes his head, irritated.  He turns back to Rich.  “You just don’t get it, do you, bro?  You may have been talking to Penelope before, but you left her alone and blew your chance.  Now, why don’t you just fuck off and find somebody else to bother?”

I didn’t think it was possible for Rich’s face to become any harder.  But it just does.  He looks like he wants to kill Kevin, skin him, and defile his body in the worst possible way.  “Listen to me,” Rich begins dangerously.

Kevin surges to his feet.  “No, you listen.”  Standing face-to-face like that, I can see Kevin only gives up half an inch to Rich.  If that.  “There are certain rules to this place.  Certain etiquettes.  Now, I’ve never seen you here before.  That makes you an outsider.  I’ll give you a break this time.  We can pretend you don’t know any better.  But if you ever interrupt me again, I will make sure you don’t leave the Blackbear in one piece.”  He shoves Rich by the shoulder.  “Got it?”

There are times in life when you realize you’ve just made a grave mistake.  Times that go by in the blink of an eye, where you wish you’d only been a little smarter, a little more prescient.  In those times you understand that, had you done so, you could have prevented a disaster.

This is one of those times.  I should not have egged Rich on.

Rich’s face twists into an inferno of absolute rage.  Before Kevin can even pull his hand back, Rich twists to the side and grabs it.  He uses Kevin’s forward momentum to pull him off his feet, then kicks out a foot to send Kevin sprawling to the floor.

Shocked gasps sound from all around us.  A space quickly clears out as people step back.  Kevin looks up from the floor in disbelief.  Then he roars and swings a haymaker at Rich’s face.

Mayhem erupts around me.  I don’t see what happens next.  The braver members of the crowd rush in to break up the fight.  I can hear Kevin cursing, and the sickening sounds of punches being landed.  

I try to push through the bodies, but they’re too tightly packed.  I’m too small.

Suddenly, the way parts before me.  I stumble into the middle of a ring of people.  

Four men are holding Rich back.  He’s struggling against them so fiercely that I’m afraid he might break through.  On the other side, only two are needed to restrain Kevin.  Blood is pouring from his nose.

“There’s the bitch!” he screams when he sees me.  “The little cunt started the whole thing!”

“What, her?”  I hear a condescending voice from somewhere behind me.  I recognize it as the bartender’s.  “Please!  She’s not worth anybody throwing a single punch over.  You might as well tell us you’ve been fighting over a dirty rag!”

I hear a rousing series of gibes from other women in the crowd.  My cheeks flush hot with anger.  I spin around, ready to confront the bartender… but somebody big and bulky catches me by the shoulders.

“Out you go!” a thick voice rumbles above me.  The bouncer.  He picks me up and carries me to the doors with all the care he might give a log.  All the delicacy, too.  “You’ve caused enough trouble in here, little mouse.”

Mouse?  My mouth moves to come up with a retort, but before I’m given the chance I’m all but tossed out to the street.  A second later, a sputtering, angry Rich gets shoved out beside me.  

The doors slam shut on us, cutting off the jeers and laughter from within.

“Great,” I mutter, picking myself up.  “Tossed out like a bag of trash.  Thanks a lot, Rich.”

He turns on me.  One side of his face is starting to swell.  I hadn’t realized he’d taken a blow.  “Me?  What the hell were you doing talking to that guy in the first place?”

“What, now I can’t talk to people, either?” I fire back.  “You don’t own me!”

“You should have seen the way he was looking at you.  It was disgusting.  If you had any idea what he was thinking…”

“I’m not some scared virgin, Rich!  Of course I knew what he was thinking!”

“Then you should have turned him away!”

“Oh, just like I turned you away the night we met.  Right?”  My breaths are coming fast, now.  My heart is pounding.  “Why would I ever listen to you?”

“I swear to God, Penny, I leave you alone for five minutes and you manage to find yourself trouble!”  He throws his hands into the air.  “Why can’t you just take care of yourself?”

“I told you, I’d been doing a damn fine job of it before you came along!  What gives you the right to say who I can and cannot talk to?  If I recall, I’m not the one who threw the first punch!”

“The bastard deserved it,” Rich says.  “To see the way he was ogling you…”

“And what do you care if he was?” I snap.  “It’s like I told him: You and I aren’t dating.  You were ready to leave me with Amanda just a few hours ago, remember?”

“Yeah, well things change!”  He jabs a finger at me.  “It looks like you got your wish now, doesn’t it?”  He gives a full-on, malicious smile.  “Now you’re stuck with me.  Just like you wanted.”

“Whatever.”  I shove past him.  “I can’t deal with this shit right now.”

I’m halfway through the parking lot before he calls out, “Penny, wait.”

I stop and take a deep breath.  I’m not ready to talk to him.  Not with so much going through my mind.  I want—no, I need—nothing more than a few hours alone, away from all this madness, to sort everything out.  To understand how I really feel about Rich.

I hear him stop behind me.  I stiffen slightly when he puts his hands on my upper arms and steps into me.  I can smell him in the clear night: That musky, deep, and completely male scent that belong only to him.

“I don’t need your protection,” I whisper softly.  My voice trembles.

“I know.”  He places his chin on the top of my head.  His hands cover both of mine.  

For a long moment, the two of us stay like that.  My body seems to want to melt into his.  I don’t know if I should be enjoying the quiet embrace as much as I do.  

“But I can’t help it, Penny,” he continues eventually.  “It’s what you do to me.  It’s what you bring out in me.  I know everything between us is fucked up.  I know everything is broken.  But all the feelings I have inside…  I can’t put them into words.  So, I do the only thing I can.  I act.  I act on them.  Sometimes, I lose control when I do it.  But I promise you, nobody has ever made me feel so conflicted before.”

I laugh a little.  The sound comes out as unsteady as my nerves.  “Is that supposed to make me feel special?  That I make you feel conflicted?”

“I don’t fucking know what it’s supposed to make you feel.  But it’s the truth.”

I step away from him, suppressing the sigh that wants to come out of my throat at the loss of his warmth.  I turn back and look him in the eye.  “So, you act.  Is that your thing, Rich?  You act and you regret it?”

“Yes,” he says, picking up my hand again.  His fingers intertwine with mine.  “I act, and later I wish I hadn’t.  Like just now, in the bar.”

“Like when you kissed me in Amanda’s garage,” I say softly.

“Yes,” he whispers.  He cups my chin and lifts it up.  “Yes, just like that.”

Slowly, as if we’re both in a trance, his lips descend to meet mine.  They touch.  His kiss is soft, gentle, and caring.  He doesn’t force himself on me.  He doesn’t pry my mouth open with his tongue.  He just stays like that, pressing his lips into mine.  

It is the sweetest kiss I’ve ever had.  But, no matter how much I want the moment to last… it can’t.  I turn my head away.

“We can’t do this, Rich,” I tell him, staring sadly at the passing cars.

“Why not?”  He presses his nose into my hair.  I shudder as he inhales deeply.  “Says who?”

“Says me,” I tell him, knowing that if he holds me for even a second longer all my current resolve will melt away.  I step back, breaking off from him.  “And, says you.  In Amanda’s house.  You told me we couldn’t be together.  That you weren’t right for me.”  I take a shockingly unsteady breath.  “Tonight, I realized you were right.”

Rich’s expression doesn’t change.  His face remains exactly the same.  If I hadn’t spent so much time with him, it would have been easy to miss the sudden way his eyes become crestfallen.  “What?”

“You were right,” I repeat.  “The two of us are wrong for each other.  I make you say and do stupid things.  You put me in danger.  We don’t match.  We make a horrible pair.”

“Penny…”

“No, Rich.  You know it’s the truth.  I didn’t want to see it before.  Now, I do.  You opened my eyes to it.”

“You know you can’t just go home anymore,” he says gravely.  “Amanda knows who you are, which means Tam and Victor do, too.  You’re stuck with me until I can resolve things.”

“I know,” I agree.  I’m impressed by how resolute my voice sounds.  Inside, I’m on the verge of tears.  “And I’ll stick with you through it to the end.  But no longer.  There won’t be any messy feelings involved.  We’ll both go into it with a clear mind.”  I nod.  “That makes it the right decision.”

Rich looks at me for a long time without saying anything.  Don’t make this any harder than it has to be, I beg in my head.  Please, please, please.

“You’re right,” he says finally, defeated.  “Of course, you’re right.  I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I let anything happen to you.  Getting away from me was always your best choice.  If you were too stubborn to see if before, well, at least I’m glad that you do now.  I care for you, Penny.  That’s how I know you’re right.  It hurts me to admit it, but… you’re right.”

“I know I am,” I mumble sadly.  “I know I am.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

“Closed,” Rich grunts.  “Just like the others.  Is it too much to ask for a damn bank in this town?”

Soon after leaving the Blackbear’s parking lot, we discovered Rich had left all his cash in his truck.  He had his credit cards, but didn’t want to use the ATMs for fear of being traced.  A teller inside a bank would let him make a withdrawal without that worry.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t a possibility at this hour.

“Any motels around here would want money upfront,” Rich grumbles as he climbs back onto the bike.

“So, where does that leave us?”

Rich gives me a knowing look.  “You ever been camping?”

 

***

 

The good thing about being in such a remote location is that it’s not hard to get away from people.  The bad thing is that it doesn’t take more than a single wrong turn to get lost.

I follow Rich through yet another muddy trail in the woods.  This is a recreational camping area, so I’m not too worried about becoming hopelessly stranded.  Of course, we did have to climb over a chain fence to get inside.

The forest opens to a serene, dark lake.  It’s eerily quiet.  The sky is clear.  I can see the reflections of thousands of tiny stars on the water’s surface.

“Here we are,” Rich announces.  “Our grand accommodations for the night.  I’ll get a fire going.”

“A fire?  Here?”  I’m surprised.  “How?”

“Oh that’s right, I forgot, you’re just a city girl, aren’t you?” Rich teases.  “Unused to the rural ways.  All the way from Jersey.  Right?”

“California, actually,” I admit.  I figure I owe it to him to tell him a little about myself at this point.  “I grew up in L.A.”

“L.A.?” Rich asks.  “That explains… absolutely nothing.”  He laughs.  “Aren’t you supposed to have bleach blonde hair and a spray tan, then?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be starting a fire?”  I nudge him on with my shoulder.  “Go on, show this city girl how it’s done.”

“Well,” Rich says, looking around, “first we’ll need a fire pit.  Ah!  Over there.”  He points to a spot near the water.  It’s too dark for me to make out.  “We’ll need some twigs to use for kindling.  Those shouldn’t be hard to find around here.”  He gestures at the forest behind us.  “But they need to be dry, or the flame will never catch.” 

“Dry twigs,” I say.  “Got it.  How many do we need?”

“If you can get an armload it should be enough.  I’ll show you what to look for.”

I follow him back into the trees.  We act like nothing has happened.

 

***

 

Half an hour later, there are two armfuls of dry tinder by the fire pit.  I sit on a nearby log and rub my hands together for warmth, watching Rich.  He’s going through all the wood we’ve collected with meticulous care, examining each and every piece before either tossing it over his shoulder or carefully setting it down into the pit.

I’m fascinated by the process.  I’d never seen anyone build a fire before.  It’s dark, unfortunately, so the most I can see is Rich’s shadowed figure.  Every once in a while, though, he goes still, and I can feel his eyes on me.  Every time, the moment passes before I can say anything.

Abruptly, a tiny spark flashes.  Moments later, a little flame flickers to life in the middle of the fort Rich had built.  I gasp, delighted.  The flame spreads, lighting up the area around the pit.

“That’s amazing,” I exclaim.  “How did you do that?”

“The Zippo helped.”  Rich flicks it on and off in his hands with a smile.  “But the trick is to get the right type of wood.  Not everything will kindle right away.”  He waves a hand over the discarded pile of twigs.  At least three quarters of what we’d collected must be there.  “The hardest part come next.  We have to feed the fire slowly so it doesn’t snuff out.”

“How?”

“Come here.”

I walk over and crouch down beside him.  The fire barely reaches halfway to my knees.  It gives off only a little warmth.

“Here.”  Rich hands me a long, scrawny stick.  It doesn’t look any different from the ones in the fire.  “Hold the thin end just above the flame.  Like this.”  Rich takes my wrist and directs my arm as he leans close to me.  “And then you wait…” he whispers in my ear, “…for the flames to catch.”

“Like this?”  Rich’s proximity is a very welcome feeling in the night.

“Yes,” he says, pressing himself closer to me.  “Now, rotate it to spread the heat around.”  Something about the way he says “heat” sends shivers down my spine.  I try to focus on the fire in front of me—not the one that threatens to ignite inside from having Rich so close.

“Now what?” I ask, trying to shake off the feelings that are forming within me.

“Now,” Rich says softly, “you wait for the ‘pop’.”

As if on command, the stick in my hand cracks.  A flame springs to life at the end.  I laugh.  

“Now put it in there, quickly,” Rich urges me.  “In line with the rest.  You want to form a pyramid out of them.”

I lower my stick into the fire.  The rest of it is absorbed by the flames immediately.  “You know, this is kind of fun,” I admit.

Rich steps away from me to gather more firewood from the discarded pile.  The loss of his body warmth is uncannily unpleasant.  “You’re a pro,” he praises, handing me the next piece of wood.  “You don’t even need me to guide you.”

“I had a good teacher,” I smile, and bring the next twig over the fire just like he’d shown me.  Rich does the same with another stick beside me.  We take turns adding to the fire like that, moving around the pit to make sure everything’s even.  

Soon after, all the twigs we’d collected make a solid base for the darting flames.  The fire roars all the way up to my waist, offering plenty of heat.  In fact, it’s so hot that I have to take off my jacket when I go sit on the nearby log.

Rich settles down beside me.  He looks into the flames without saying a word.  

Shadows flicker across his face.  His eyes seem more intense than I’ve ever seen them.  The fire illuminates his hair, turning it a deep, solid red.  Not the orangey, soft red of a carrot, but the intense, steady red of a chestnut stallion.  

Without warning he turns his head.  His eyes bore deep into mine.

“Ahem.”  I clear my throat when he doesn’t say anything.  For some reason, I feel my cheeks growing warm.  “What?”

“What are you thinking about?” Rich asks with serious gravity.  The way he says it makes the question seem a lot more loaded than the words alone would entail.

“I was wondering where you learned to make a fire,” I lie, trying to dissipate the sudden intensity between us. 

He seems surprised.  “Really?”

I nod.  “Yeah.”

“Well,” he begins, his eyes taking on a distant look, “I went camping once with my sister and father.  I was around eight.  Min would have been… four or five.  My father brought one of his…” Rich makes a disgusted sound in his throat, “… female friends.  They ended up spending the whole trip locked in a tent together, leaving me and Min to fend for ourselves.

“One evening, we wandered off into the woods.  We lost track of time.  Before we knew it, it started getting dark.  Min became scared.  She began to cry.  I knew we couldn’t find our way back at night.  Luckily, I had my backpack, and it had…” Rich flips his Zippo through his fingers, “… this.  I read a survival book before we went on our trip.  I remembered reading a chapter about starting a fire with nothing but flint and steel.  I had the Zippo, though.”  

Rich sighs.  “This was in the summer.  I was terrified of setting the whole forest on fire.  Believe it or not, I used to be a cautious little kid.  But, I was scared for Min even more.  I collected a little pile of sticks.  I arranged them just like that.”  He points to the fire pit.  “And I tried my hardest to light it.  But, no matter what I did, it just wouldn’t catch.  I followed the instructions exactly as I remembered them.  But it didn’t work.”

He continues.  “Even a silent forest starts to make scary noises in the night.  Min and I huddled together in the dark, too frightened to close our eyes.  Every sound caused us to jump.  Every gust of wind caused her to break into tears.  All because I couldn’t take care of her.”  Rich’s voice becomes hard.  “All because I couldn’t start a damn fire.”

My heart melts.  I can hear how much he loves his sister in his words.  I would have given anything to have a family member like that when I was growing up.  

“…Then what?” I ask when he doesn’t continue.

My voice rouses Rich from his spell.  “What?  Oh.  Nothing, really.  The sun rose in the morning.  We found our way back.  There was nothing scarier out there than whatever we had in our imaginations.  But I swore to myself that day I would learn to build a fire.”  He shrugs.  “When I got home, I did.”

“What about your father?” I ask.  “Wasn’t he worried?  What did he say when you got back?”

Rich gives a long, bitter laugh.  “He didn’t even notice we were gone.  The next day, he scolded us for getting our clothes dirty.  As if he could expect anything different when you take two kids into the wild.

“Wow,” I say.  “I’m sorry.”

Rich grimaces.  “For what?  I already know my father’s an asshole.  I don’t need your sympathy for that.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you meant, Penny.  You think because I have a bad relationship with my father, you can pigeonhole me into one of those wounded male stereotypes.”  He snorts.  “Don’t bother.  Others have tried.  Anyway, it’s a lot more complex than that.”

“No,” I say, “That’s not what I meant at all.  I see now how much you care for your sister.  I’m sorry that you had to get tangled with me, and put her in even more danger because of that.”

“Penny, no.”  His voice is full of emotion when he turns to look at me.  “I don’t think that way at all.”

“If I were anybody else,” I tell him, “you would have left me with Tam and Victor.  You’d be reunited with Min by now.  There’d be nobody to hold you back.”

“Penny, you’re not holding me back,” Rich stresses.  “The only one here at fault is me.  Me, and my stupid emotions.  Because of them, I put you in danger.  I didn’t have the strength to make you leave when you still had the chance.”

There he goes with that heart-wrenching sincerity again.  “Rich?” I look at him, see the dancing flames reflected in his eyes.  I can’t stop the words from coming out of my mouth.  “Tell me the truth.  Would you have come back for anybody else?”

There is no hesitation in his answer.  “No.  I came back for you, Penny.  No one else.”  My heart does a flip in my chest.  It becomes a little harder to breathe.  “My sister is the most important person in the world to me,” he continues.  “She is the only true family I have.”  He brushes aside a lock of my hair.  “Yet I risked her to be with you.”

I try to swallow the lump in my throat.  “Really?”

“Yes.”  Rich leans toward me.  “Only for you.”  He is so close I can feel his hot breath on my skin.  So close that there is nothing separating us but the thinnest sliver of air.  His nose nuzzles against mine.  “Only for you,” he repeats.  

Then, he kisses me.

I respond too easily.  My mouth opens to him with no hesitation.  Rational thought has abandoned me.  I kiss him back, forgetting everything I told him before.  Ignoring all the things I should be remembering.  The heat of the flames beats against one side of my face, but it’s the rest of my body that suddenly feels too hot.  

Rich’s hand finds the small of my back.  He tugs me close.  I let out a little gasp as our hips collide.  A cool rush of air runs along my swollen lips where Rich’s mouth had just been.  

With a start, I remember myself.  When Rich tries to come in and kiss me again, I turn away.

“Penny,” he says, “is everything all right?”

“This is wrong,” I tell him.  “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

Rich reaches up to cup my chin with two fingers.  Gently, he turns my face to his.  “Don’t tell me it’s wrong,” he whispers, “when we both know it feels so right.”

He kisses me again.  This time, I’m determined not to fold so easily.  I clamp my lips together, refusing to allow him in, no matter how much I want to.  But Rich stays determined.  His tongue presses into my mouth.  His hand comes up and winds in my hair.  

He’s so big and strong he could easily have his way with me.  I know this.  But I also know the difference between persistence and force.  Even though Rich is trying to get me to kiss him back, not once do I feel pressured or scared.  His hand is caught in my hair, and while he could use his other to hold me down, he does not.  It’s laying still on his lap.

He’s giving me an escape route if I need to take it.

I don’t.  I can’t help the arousal from stirring up inside me.  I can’t deny how badly I want to kiss him back.  So, I do.

I open my mouth to his, letting the swell of passion overcome me.  As soon as he senses my acceptance, both his hands are on me.  He lifts me by the waist and settles me on his lap.  Waves of heat beat against my back.  Waves of desire crash within my body.

My hands tangle in his hair, bringing him closer.  I let the taste and smell of Rich guide me.  He moans as I kiss him hard, unleashing the torrent of emotions that have been boiling inside me.  I’m swept off my feet by him—his smell, his taste, his touch.  I want to bury myself deep in his essence.

His hands run down the sides of my body.  They brush along the outside of my breasts, teasing me with their touch.  I can feel his fingers pressing deep into the flesh of my waist.  My need for him is overwhelming.  The way Rich keeps kissing me turns me into a hot, aroused mess.  His kiss leaves me breathless.  

I can’t hold it in anymore.  I need to lose control.  I need… Rich!

I gasp his name and tear away from his kiss to rip his shirt off.  His eyes shine in the night as he lifts his arms.  The top flies off and my hands devour his body in the dark.  He groans as I dance my fingers over his shoulders, up and down his hard arms.  He pulls me in to kiss me harder.

Exhilaration fills me.  I can tell how much he wants me.  So help me God, I want him even more.  The desire is so strong it’s unnatural.  It can’t be normal.  It can’t be healthy.  

I press my body into his, nearly toppling both of us backward off the log.  My nipples tighten under my bra as I’m surrounded by Rich’s dense, masculine strength.

The next thing I know, his hands are at the hems of my sweater, lifting it off.  I help him eagerly.  It’s entirely too hot with it on.  I want to feel my naked body pressed tight against his.  I want my skin to mold to his shape.  I want his arms wrapped around me, holding me close.  I want—

I gasp as he snaps open the clasp of my bra with one expert hand.  Chilly air runs over my hardened nipples as the straps fall from my shoulders.

Rich inhales a reverent breath.  “My God, Penny,” he whispers.  “I forgot how beautiful you are.”

His words reach right into my heart.  In the one place I’ve kept locked tight since that fateful day in high school.  The feeling scares me, so I try to play it off.  I slap him on the arm and laugh.  “Don’t tease.”

“I’m serious,” he says.  I can feel his eyes burning on my chest, then up and down my exposed body.  “Hold still.  Let me have a look at you.  Wow…”

He’s becoming way too sentimental for my liking.  

“Just kiss me, you fool.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

Rich complies without hesitation.  He kisses me so well, so thoroughly, that I could die right now and be the most content woman on earth.  

But this isn’t junior high.  The scorching need I feel throbbing between my legs tells me that.  The hard-on I feel pressing into me tells me that.  Rich’s kiss alone leaves me breathless, but I’m greedy.  I want way, way more.

Rich’s mouth trails down my body.  His hot lips run along my neck.  Goose bumps erupt on my flesh as he dips his head to my breasts.  His scratchy stubble feels like absolute sin on that highly sensitive area.  His mouth clasps over one breast and his tongue twirls around my nipple.  I let my head fall back and moan.  I shudder with immense pleasure when he shifts his attention to the other one.  My hands tangle in his hair, holding him tight against me.  I never want to let him go.

I feel Rich’s hands move over my legs to unclasp my jeans.  I wiggle out of them, stopping only to unglue my mouth from his in the throes of our passion.  We’re both burning with the need for each other.  My breaths quicken.  I want to feel him inside me.  I need to feel him inside me.  

My hands bolt to his waist.  I rip off his belt with the feverish haste only possible when you’ve completely succumbed to the raging desire you feel for another person.

“Wait.”  Rich stops me.  I can hear the agony in his voice.  “Damn, I don’t have protection.”

I quickly count the days in my head.  The last birth control pill I’d taken should still be effective.  “I don’t care,” I tell him, full of the unabashed courage of youth.  “I want you now.”

Such intensity lights his stunning blue eyes that it almost frightens me.  My breaths are coming too fast to care.  I can see how much Rich wants me.  The sort of power I have over him right now thrills me.

“I want you too,” he gasps, the words hoarse and heavy.  “Remember, just like last time—you’re in control.”

I bite my lip and nod.  I peel away his jeans, then his boxers, to reveal his glorious erection underneath.  Rich slides my panties down with his thumbs.  His touch leaves scorching trails on the outside of my thighs.  He wraps his arms around my back, pulling me close, and shifts us both off the log onto the cold sand.

I can feel it between my toes as I position myself above Rich.  I’m slick with arousal.  My hand wraps around his dick, my fingers barely long enough to close all the way around his girth.

He moans as I trace my thumb over the tip.  “Remember,” he says, his voice threaded with agony.  “You can go as slow as you want.”

I know he’s just saying that to make me comfortable.  But, I’ve done this with him before.  I remember how big he is.  How deliciously stretched he made me feel.  And how badly I want him now.  Going slow?  Yeah, totally not an option.

Rich’s heavy moan shatters the quiet of the night.  It echoes the gasp that rips from my throat as I slide down his full length.  My insides clench at the intrusion, but the feeling is so damn amazing I don’t even care.  

Rich holds me by my waist as I start to rock on top of him.  He’s thick and hard inside me, filling me to the brim.  The heat from the bonfire beats at my back.  It’s nothing compared to the heat I feel from his gaze.  His face is twisted in the most beautiful type of satisfaction, yet his eyes are open and completely focused on me.  I’d be unnerved by that powerful stare were it coming from anybody else.  

Not with Rich.  All of a sudden, I feel like we’ve been doing this our whole lives.  That our bodies knew it before our minds.  That we were made for each other.

I feel the tension building inside.  A growing tightness emanating from my core.  I moan into the blissful rhythm we make together.  Despite the cool night air, sweat coats my entire body.  The passion Rich stirs inside me boils deep in my blood.  My hands go to his shoulders, his chest, his abs as I steady myself on top of him.  He kneads my breasts, causing me to moan even more.  His breathing becomes ragged.  I can tell he’s close to the edge.  

So am I.

The tension builds, until I know the wonderful release is just moments away.  I cry out his name when the first wave of orgasm washes over me.  

“Oh my God, oh my God!” Rich gasps.  “Penny!”  He bursts inside of me, the sticky warmth filling every crevice of my body.  My insides coil and shatter into thousands of tiny fragments.  A second wave comes, smaller but no less sweet than the first.  I let it take over and soar to unfathomable heights.

I collapse onto Rich, completely spent.  All the screwed up emotions I’ve held in my head are gone.  I lose myself in the feeling of his strong arms around me and don’t move, letting the link between us linger.


Chapter Fifteen

 

“Hey.”  Rich’s voice rustles in my ear.  “You ready for round two?”

“So soon?” I ask, stunned.  “You can do that again?”

“Of course.”

I’m struck with disbelief.  “You’re a god,” I whisper.

“It’s not me.”  He runs his thumb down from the top of my brow, over the line of my jaw, to let it rest at the corner of my mouth.  “It’s you.”

 

***

 

My whole body is raw and exhausted.  

It’s the best type of exhaustion.

I nestle close to Rich, snuggling right up to his chest.  He has one arm around me.  We’re using my black sweater as a makeshift blanket.  It covers only the lower half of our bodies.

Rich is gazing up at the night sky.  The firelight dances over his body.  I am content to just look at him.

He’s so gorgeous like this.  I can see now why Amanda—hell, why any girl—would be so protective.  He hadn’t shaved this morning.  In the night, and in the glow of the fire’s dancing light, the stubble makes him look even harder.  Even more masculine.  As if he needed the help.

His body is all dense, lean muscle.  I’ve never had time to just appreciate it before.  I’d tell him he doesn’t have an ounce of fat on him, but he’d probably heard that compliment from more than a few girls before.  Maybe dozens.  Maybe more.  Maybe—

No.  I cut off that line of thinking before it can infect my entire brain.  Rich is obviously a bit of a player.  But I will not be one of those girls who gets jealous of the past.  Although I can’t help but wonder how many women Rich has been with.  If I ask, would he give a truthful answer?

Fuck!  There I go again with that terrible line of thinking.  What matters is what we have now, in the present.

I brush my fingers over Rich’s abs, loving the way I can feel each individual muscle and distracting myself from unsavory thoughts.  Rich turns his head lazily to me.  “What are you thinking about?” he asks.

“You,” I admit.

“That’s funny.”  He kisses my forehead.  “I was just thinking about you.”

“I hope they were pleasant thoughts,” I tease.

“Oh, they were the best,” he assures me.  “Yours?”

Something electric in his voice sparks memories of what we’d just experienced together.  I shiver in a shadow of pleasure as I remember the way my mouth had explored every inch of his delicious skin.  I shudder as I recall the cataclysmic third orgasm he’d coaxed out of me with his tongue.  The way our bodies tangled together, wrapped around each other.  The way we lost ourselves for those long, perfect moments under the stars.  “The best,” I echo him in a whisper.

He chuckles and turns his attention back to the sky.

I feel my eyelids growing heavy.  I don’t want to fall asleep yet.  I want to stay here forever, comfortably numb beside Rich, oblivious to the worries of the outside world.  Without a single sign of civilization around us, it’s easy for me to forget everything that had brought us here.

“Rich?”

“Hmm?”  He does not look at me this time.

“Can I ask you something?  It’s something I’ve been curious about for a while.”

“Sure.”

“I saw you fight Victor.  You were fearless.  Where did you learn to do that?”

“Oh.”  He shifts to prop himself up.  He doesn’t pull away from me, yet I can sense his hesitation.  I don’t want him to withdraw.  Not now.

“Never mind,” I say quickly.  “It was a stupid question.”

“No, I can tell you, if you want.”  When I don’t say anything, he continues.  “I got in a fight with my dad once.  I started it.  I think I was sixteen.  He did something to really piss me off—I don’t even remember what anymore.  I thought I was tough, all grown up.  It was the first time I remember realizing I stood taller than him.”  Rich chuckles.  “I threw a punch.  Big mistake.  It glanced right off him, and he beat the living shit out of me.  He told me later if I really wanted him to see me as a man, I had to earn it.”

He pauses.  “That was probably the only useful lesson he ever taught me.”

“Wow,” I say.  I know this is treading way too close to personal history for Rich.  Still, I have to ask, “Is that why you hate him so much?”

Rich looks down at me.  “Because he beat me once?  No.  I deserved it.  And he’s done way more fucked up shit in his time.  This doesn’t even register.”

“So you learned how to fight after?  Because of what he said?”

Rich grimaces a bit.  “Yeah, I guess.  I started going to underground fight rings about the same time I left New York.”

“You mean, those things are real?  I thought they were only in the movies.”

“You’re probably thinking of ‘Fight Club,’” Rich says.  “And yeah, they’re real all right.  Just hidden deep underground.”

“So you still do it then?” I ask.  “You still… fight?”

Rich shakes his head.  “I haven’t for more than a year.  I still train.  But I don’t fight anymore.”

He sounds like he doesn’t want to add more, but for some stupid reason, I press on.  “How come?”

“Because nothing good comes out of fighting, that’s why,” Rich says sternly.  I can feel his body go rigid beside mine.  “Because it’s fucking stupid.  Because good people get hurt.”

“Oh,” I say in a small voice.  I’ve upset him.  All because of my damn curiosity.  He keeps talking though, almost in a chant, and I can just feel the anger radiate from him.

“His name was Cody.  A good kid.  Only a few years younger than me.  It seemed like so much more back then.  Wanted me to take him under my wing.  I said no.  He wouldn’t give up.  Damn persistent, he was.  It was my fault.  I shouldn’t have let him fight.  He wasn’t ready.  But he saw me in the ring.  He wanted to do the same.  Wanted the attention, the prize money… hell, I don’t know.  I told him no, but he kept asking.”

The words stream out of Rich, becoming faster, more heated.  “Eventually, I relented.  What was the worst that could happen?  I was so wrong.  He went up against the reigning champ.  I could have taken him.  Not Cody.  Cody stepped into the ring.  He swung, and missed.  The other guy hit him square in the jaw.  Cody staggered back.  The champ kept coming.  He rained a flurry of punches at him.  Left, right, left.”  Rich’s shoulders jerk forward and back, as if he’s throwing small, imaginary jabs.  “Cody got pushed out of the circle, into the crowd.  Usually that means the end of a fight.  But Cody had spirit.  He staggered back into the arena before I could grab him.  He tried attacking the other guy while he was distracted.  Didn’t work.  The champ twirled back and landed a haymaker.  Cody collapsed.  He just crumpled down.”  

Rich’s eyes darken.  “Still he didn’t give up.  He tried standing.  The guy he was fighting was livid at that point.  He jumped on Cody, driving his head into the concrete.  Still Cody didn’t give the signal to stop.  It was madness.  I tried to run in to help, but people held me back.  Everyone was yelling, screaming.  ‘Kill him!  Kill him!’  The crowd had tasted blood.  It was a fucking madhouse.”

Rich goes quiet for a few moments.  “Fighters know when to quit.  They know when they’ve had enough.  And there’s always, always a sort of grudging respect between two opponents in the ring.  But nobody knew Cody.  He was a newcomer.  Nobody gave two shits about what happened to him.  All they knew is he was cocky as hell for not surrendering.

“I lost sight of him in the bodies.  When I finally broke through, he was lying in a puddle of his own blood on the ground.  He was unconscious.  The other guy hadn’t let up.  He kept pummeling at Cody’s face, screaming, ‘HAVE YOU HAD ENOUGH?  HAVE YOU HAD ENOUGH?’  Three guys were trying to pull him off, but he was like a rock.

“I ran and tackled him, trying to save Cody.  The crowd went hysterical.  I lost sight of everything as dozens of bodies crash into me.  I was under a dog pile.  All I could think of was Cody.  Cody, Cody, Cody.  I knew he was in trouble.  I knew it was my fault.” 

Rich stops.  He blinks a few times, as if surprised by everything he’s just said.

“And then what?” I prompt, unable to suppress my curiosity.

Rich shakes his head.  Sadness fills his voice.  “That’s it.  As soon as people realized Cody was seriously hurt, they cleared out of there.  Nobody wanted to get blamed for the situation.  I crawled to Cody.  I remember—” Rich’s voice becomes shaky, “—I remember trying to use my phone.  To call for help.  But the damn thing had no signal underground.  I remember pressing the buttons.  Nine.  One.  One.  Nine, one, one.  Hitting the buttons and feeling all hope get sucked out of me when it didn’t work.  I didn’t know what to do.  It was just me and him down there.  I wanted to pick him up and carry him out, but I was afraid his neck was broken.  I couldn’t risk it.

“So I ran out, fast as I could.  I called the ambulance from outside, then rushed back to Cody.  He was barely breathing anymore.  I was—damn, I was helpless.  It was the worst feeling in the world, you know?  Being so close to someone you care about and being unable to do a single.  Fucking.  Thing!”

“It’s all right,” I say, stroking his arm, trying to calm him down.  “Rich, it’s all right.”

“No, it’s not.  The paramedics came.  They sure took their fucking time about it, but they came.  They wouldn’t let me ride in the ambulance with them because I’m not family.”  Rich spits the word.  “What kind of bullshit is that?  By the time I got to the hospital, they told me the worst.  Cody had three broken vertebrae, a cracked skull.  He was in a coma.  They said he’d never walk again.”

Rich takes another moment before continuing.  “I didn’t believe them.  I knew the kid had spirit.  He’d walk out of the hospital on his own two legs the day he woke up.  I knew it.  I just knew it, deep down in my gut.  It was the most unshakeable belief I’ve ever had.”  

Rich goes quiet.  For a long time, all I can hear is his breathing, the crackling fire, and the gentle lapping of water somewhere nearby.  When he speaks again his voice is thin.  “Nobody got the chance to find out.  Cody flat lined two days later.”

Shit.  

I berate myself for being so stupid to push him on a subject that obviously cuts close to the heart.  

Shit, shit, shit!  

What do I say now?  I was never good with this type of sensitive stuff.  “Rich, I’m sorry,” I try.  It comes out even sappier than it sounded in my head.

He grunts and stands up.  The sudden loss of his body leaves me reeling.  “Spare me.  It wasn’t your fault.  You weren’t even there.”

“Still, I…” I know how it feels?  I do not.  What Amanda said about false sympathy was right.  It always comes out hollow.

Rich looks at me expectantly.  “You what?” he asks, his naked form stunning in the night.

“I…” I shake my head.  “Never mind.  I know it must have been terrible for you.”  And I wish I had been there to comfort you after.

“It was,” he agrees.  He bends down to retrieve his boxers, then his jeans.  I see the pale line of that old scar running across his shoulder and down his chest.  I wonder where it had come from.  Probably fighting.  I decide now is not the right time to ask.

“Where are you going?” I say when he starts to stroll away.

“For a walk,” he declares, flattening his hair that I’d messed up earlier.  “I need to clear my head.”

I start sitting up.  “I’ll come with you—”

“No!” he barks.  I shy back.  He winces, and softens his tone.  “I mean, I need to be by myself.  You understand, right?”

“Of course.”

“Good.”  He leans down and kisses my temple.  “I’ll be back before first light.  Try to get some sleep.”

“By myself?” I start to say, but he’s pacing away before the words even leave my throat.  I let him go.  

A few moments later, the night swallows him whole.

Suddenly, I feel very alone.  I’m by myself on a dark beach, the fire a beacon for anybody out there.  I snuff it out by kicking sand on it.  It’s odd, but I feel safer in the dark.

I lie back and think about everything Rich had told me.  I never knew how much shit he’s had to deal with in his life.  My heart aches for him.  I want to be the one to hold him close, to tell him everything will be all right.  But I know, deep down, that I can never be that girl.


Chapter Sixteen

 

Sunlight breaking the grey sky overhead rouses me from a contented sleep.  I open my eyes slowly, savoring the last vestige of a dream that involve Rich running his sure, strong hand over my…

I bolt up in alarm.  Rich!  He said he’d be back by first light.  I look around.  I’m alone by the fire pit.  Had he left me again?  Panic threatens to take hold.  

I stand up, yanking the sweater over my head.  I grab Amanda’s jacket, happy that it’s finally dry, and toss it on.  I don’t know where Rich is, but—

That’s when I spot him.  Curled up by a boulder in the sand, less than fifty yards away.  

I see his footprints in the sand.  They don’t extend past where he’s sleeping.  

I huddle in my jacket for warmth and walk up to him.  I’m careful not to make a sound.  Yet, somehow, when I’m just over ten feet away, his sharp eyes open.

I look him up and down.  His clothes are rumpled, his hair in disarray.  There’s a tiny bit of bruising on his face from the fight last night.  Even like that, he manages to look sexy as hell.  “Did you spend all night here?” I ask.

“Of course,” he answers.  “I couldn’t leave you alone.”

My heart melts a little inside.  Rich stands up.

“Come on,” he says.  “We’ve got to go.”

“Where?” I ask, following him back to the fire pit.  He starts kicking sand over the ashes.  I sit down and watch him.

“We’re going to meet Min,” he says.  “I need to see her.  From there…  I have a plan that will keep you both safe.”

“Really?  What is it?”

He give me a wry smile.  “It’s a secret.”

“I think at this point, I deserve to know,” I tell him.

He shakes his head.  “Not really.  It’s better if you don’t.”

I feel a bit of irritation seep into me.  “What?  You don’t trust me?”

“It’s not that,” he says.  “It’s just, the plan’s not fully formed yet.  I’m still working out the kinks.”

“Maybe I can help.”

“Penny!”  He says my name so sharply it causes me to stop short.  “Just leave this alone, will you?  I’ll tell you when I figure it all out.  I promise.”

“Fine,” I grumble, crossing my arms.  “I’m just not as useless as you seem to think.”

He clicks his tongue.  “I don’t think you’re useless,” he says with a finality that ends the conversation.

Silence stretches between us like a yawning chasm.  Rich continues covering up the fire.  I can’t take the quiet much longer.  “What are you doing?” I blurt out.

Rich looks at me.  “I thought you’d never ask.  I’m trying to hide our tracks.  We don’t want anyone to know we spent the night here.”

“What, like Tam or Victor?  How would they even begin to guess to look here?”

Rich shrugs.  “It never hurts to be careful.”

“Says the man who started a bar fight last night,” I retort under my breath.

“What was that?”

I sit up.  “Nothing.”  I’d forgotten how sharp Rich’s ears can be.

“You said something,” he insists.

“I was just wondering how a boy who grew up in New York… a city boy,” I flash him a smile, “knows so much about…” I pause, searching for the right words, “…the world.”

“The world?”  Rich sounds amused.

“You know,” I continue, “all this type of stuff.”  I gesture at the fire.  “Hiding our tracks.  Off-road biking.  The way you were so careful when we sneaked back into your apartment.  Those kinds of things.  Didn’t you grow up in the city, like me?”

“I did.”

“So how’d you learn all those practical things?” I pause.  “And, come to think of it, why do you drive a truck?  Isn’t your family super rich?”  I speak without thinking, and instantly regret the words.  My question is rude and probably crosses some line.  I wouldn’t be surprised if Rich gets mad at me.  

But he does not.  He looks at me, thoughtful, and when he speaks, his words carry a deep inflection.  “Penny, you have to understand that wealth…” he spreads his hands, “…is not all it’s cracked up to be.  I guess from the outside, a statement like that sounds incredibly entitled.  Ungrateful, even.  But that’s not true.

“I grew up in the wealthiest suburb of New York.  There was nothing I ever wanted that I went without.  In theory, it might be a great life.  But it’s not.  Not really.  I’ve seen what chasing money does to people.  It turns them into cold, calculating, emotionless robots.”

Rich sits down beside me.  “My father lived his whole life in pursuit of wealth.  Look where that got him.  In jail, with a son who hates his guts and a daughter who’s not much better.  Not that he ever gave a shit about what we think.”

I look down at my hands.  Rich keeps talking.  

“I’ve seen firsthand how money can corrupt a person.  It makes you do things you never would otherwise.  And once you get a taste of opulence, it becomes like a drug.  You become addicted.  You need more.  More cars, more houses, more things.”  

Rich grimaces.  “That’s how my father treated everyone around him.  Not like a person.  Like a thing to be used and exploited for his own personal benefit.  Even his kids weren’t immune to it.”

Rich takes my hand and squeezes it gently.  I love the warmth that flows from him.  “And I hated that, Penny.  I hated it more than anything in the world.  It was no way to live.  So call me spoiled or entitled.  Call me whatever you want.  Call me the brat who doesn’t know how good he’s had it.  I don’t care.  Possessions aren’t the important things in life.”  He tightens his grip on my hand.  I look over, and he meets my eyes in an unwavering gaze.  “People are.  People you care about.”

Oh, wow.  For a moment, things get way too intense for me.  Like an idiot, I jerk my hand away.

I don’t know if it’s just my imagination, but for the blink of an eye, Rich looks incredibly hurt.  Then he keeps talking, and seems all right.  “That’s why I drive a truck instead of some fancy Lamborghini or Porsche.  My dad dumped a bunch of his money into my bank account when I turned sixteen.  Probably so he wouldn’t  feel obliged to give me anything else.  I try not to touch it.  Living frugally keeps me grounded.  As does knowing about all the other things you mentioned.”  He pauses.  “What about you?”

I blink.  “What about me, what?”

“What about you, in general?  We’ve spent all this time together.  After last night, it’s clear we both have feelings for each other.  But I barely know a thing about you.  You,” he points at my face and draws a question mark in the air, “are an enigma.”

“An enigma?” I laugh.  Then I shrug my shoulders uneasily.  “There’s not much to know, honestly.  My life was always incredibly boring.  Until I met you . . .” 

I keep speaking, totally on autopilot.  Inside, my thoughts are reeling.  ‘We have feelings for each other’?  Is that what last night meant to him?  

That scares me.  I don’t know what to make of it.  I’m a confused wreck.

Rich evokes feelings in me that I’ve never had before.  I hate the warmth that blooms in my chest when he holds me, hate the way my heart flutters when he whispers my name.  Most of all, I hate how naked I feel around him.  Stripped down.  Bare.  Like there isn’t a thought I can have without him knowing it.

It’s a terrifying feeling for a girl who had lived her whole life avoiding intimacy.

“…Penny?”

“Huh?  What?”  I’d totally zoned out.  I realize belatedly that he’d asked me a question, but for the life of me I can’t remember what it was.  “Can you say that again?”

Rich smiles.  The expression looks so incredibly sweet I don’t know what to do with myself.  “I asked you what that is.”

“What what is?”

“The pendant around your neck.  You didn’t have it on when we met.  But I haven’t seen you without it since you put it on in my apartment.”

My hand clutches the little metal locket hanging between my breasts automatically, protectively.  “Oh.”  Suddenly, I feel short of breath.  I’ve never shared what’s inside that locket with anyone.  I didn’t think I ever would.

But with Rich’s sincere, shining eyes on me, I feel like I can.  I owe him that much after everything he’s revealed about himself.

I force my fingers to relax the death grip they have on the locket.  I pull it out from under my sweater and scoot closer to Rich, cradling it in my palms.  I take a deep breath and press the little pin on the side.  The locket pops open.

“That’s me,” I explain.  For some reason, my voice is shaky.  “And my… dad.”  The last word comes out in a near whisper.

Rich looks at the old photograph.  “May I?” he asks.  When I nod, he picks the locket up and brings it close to his face.  A little bit of terror erupts inside me at having someone else handle it.  I’m very tempted to snatch it back.  Instead, I force my hands into my armpits.

“You have his feature,” Rich says finally, his tone gentle.

“What?”  I feel somehow offended.  I take the locket back and stuff it under my shirt.  “How can you even tell?  You can’t see anything in the picture!”

“I could see his nose,” Rich says, bringing his hand up to touch my own nose.  “And some of his cheek.”  He holds his hand to the side of my face.  “You are undoubtedly his daughter.”

Those words shock me.  

All of a sudden, I’m crying.  I don’t know why.  I never cry.  But what Rich had said means so much to me.  More than all the words I’ve heard all my life put together.  More than all of those multiplied by a hundred.

Rich puts his arms around me.  He holds me tight.  I sob into his shoulder like a wreck.  He doesn’t press me.  He doesn’t judge me.  He just holds me, stroking my hair, whispering soothing sounds in my ear.  

“It’s all I have left of him,” I cry weakly.

“Shh,” Rich coos.  “Shh.  It’s all right, Penny.  Let it out.  I’m here.  I’m here for you.”

Those words send me bawling all over again.  The sobs rock my body.  It’s humiliating.  I’ve always prided myself on holding myself together.  On being strong.  On always, always staying in control.  

My whole life, I had done my best not to let myself feel.  I’d never trusted anyone enough for that.  I sure as hell didn’t trust myself.

But with Rich, I feel safe.  With his arms around me, I feel protected.  Everything we’ve gone through, all the experiences we’d shared… they make me feel I can confide in him.

“I never met him,” I say between sobs into Rich’s chest.  “I’ve never even seen my dad.”

“We can find him,” Rich assures me.  “I know some people…”

“No.”  I pull away from him, wiping the tears from my eyes.  “It’s no use.  He’s dead.”

“Oh.”  Rich’s face crumples.  I can actually see the turmoil play out on his features.  There’s a flash of shock, followed immediately by… sympathy.  Not the fake kind, either.  The real, genuine kind.  The kind I’d never seen on anybody’s face before.  

“Shit, Penny, I’m sorry.  I must look like the biggest asshole to you.”  He sounds all kinds of guilty.  “Fuck!  I had no idea.  And this whole time, I’ve  been going on and on about how much of a dick my father is… just…  Fuck!”

“It’s okay,” I tell him, feeling more in control of myself.  “You didn’t know.”

“Still, I should have asked, or realized something was wrong, or…” his hands curl into fists and he punches his thigh.  “Fuck!  You must hate me now.”

I start to laugh.  Just a little, at first, but soon it turns into full-bellied laughter.  Rich looks at me like he thinks I’m insane.  I probably am.

“Hate you?” I say.  “Of all the reasons I could possibly have to hate you, you think I’d pick that out?”  God, it feels good to laugh.  “After you lied to me, drugged me, kidnapped me, and pawned me off as your sister?  After you made it impossible for me to go back to my old life?  After all that, you think I’d hate you because of something you had absolutely no clue about?”

Rich smiles tremulously and chuckles a bit.  “I guess when you put it that way… so, we’re good?”

“Yes,” I agree.  “We’re good.  I don’t hate you, Rich.  Not even close.”  I wrap my arms around him in a hug.  “And lord knows I have more than my fair share of reasons to.”

Rich laughs at that.  “You’re right.  Still, I’ll try to avoid mentioning my father.  Since it’s a sensitive subject for you.”

I let go, then hit him on the arm.  Hard, so he knows I’m serious.  “I’m not some glass doll, Rich.  I can handle the truth.”

“But—”

“There’s nothing I hate more than when people start patronizing me.”  I give him a stark look.  “So don’t you go doing that.”

He smiles.  “Deal.  You know Penny, I’ve said this before.”  He pushes himself up.  “But it doesn’t make it any less true.  I think I’m starting to really like you.”

With that, he turns and starts toward the path in the forest.

“Thanks,” I say long after he’s out of earshot.  

Despite all the things I’d told Rich last night outside the bar, despite everything I’m afraid of happening… he’s growing on me.  All the things I said about us being wrong for each other had been me saying the “right” thing.  It’d been me chickening out, trying to chop off the feelings growing inside me at the head before they had a chance to take hold.

Well, it is too late for that now.  After the way he’d made love to me beneath the stars and the way he listened this morning, those feelings had taken full root and blossomed.  

The way my heart skips a beat every time he’s near tells me it’s way, way too late to fight those feelings now.

Chapter Seventeen

 

As I sit across from Rich in some blue collar breakfast diner, I’m starting to understand that, no matter what happens, I want to spend more time with him.  

Real, one-on-one time.  Time where it’s just the two of us, locked away from the rest of the world, talking about absolutely nothing while falling deeper and deeper in love.  Time where we’re not rushed, or hurried, or afraid of what comes next.  Where we’re not being pursued.  Where there’s nothing to escape.  Time where, for a long but ephemeral moment, the rest of the world simply forgets we exist.

The clatter of dishes thrown onto our table by the waitress jerks me back to reality.  I sigh.  I’m being stupid.  I know nothing like that will ever happen.  Rich and I will never have that chance.  

Because in real life, there is no happily ever after.

Rich digs into his food right away.  I’m just as hungry, but I want to watch him eat.  I want to learn his little intricacies.

I sit back and study his face.  I love the way his brows come together in concentration as he looks at his plate, the way his jaw tightens just a little when he chews.  This is as close to wish-fulfillment as I’ll ever get.

Rich seems oblivious to my observations at first.  He dumps nearly half the bottle of ketchup on his eggs, follows it up with some Tabasco, and mixes it all together in a strange type of red-and-yellow stew.  He uses his spoon to eat, shoveling in huge mouthfuls.  He swallows before even chewing twice.  I decide that whoever had taught him table manners should be ashamed.  He eats like a caveman.

Finally he notices me.  He looks up, then down at my breakfast.  “Not hungry?” he asks.

“No,” I say wistfully, “just thinking.”

“Oh.  About what?”

About you.  About us.  About how I know, deep down, that we can never be together.  “I’m just wondering if what Amanda said is true.”

Rich narrows his eyes.  “And what was that?”

“What your father did to your mother.”

Rich understands immediately.  His tone turns serious.  “She told you about that, huh?”

I nod.

“It’s something I suspected and shared with her when we were together,” Rich says.  “Nothing more.”

“But do you believe it?”

He looks up and meets my eyes.  “Yes.”

 

***

 

We’re on the road again.  I’m huddled behind Rich on Amanda’s bike.  He’d called his sister and found out that she was still waiting for him in the location they’d agreed upon before.  Where that is, he doesn’t tell me.  He says it’ll be a surprise when I see it.

Rich takes a highway exit and starts toward a distant city.  He stops the bike in front of a tall, grey building.  “We’re here,” he announces.

“Here?” I ask, looking around skeptically.  Even though it’s midday, the streets are empty.  The lot across from us shelters the charred remains of an old building’s skeleton.  I take it there’d been a fire recently.  “Where’s here?”

“My apartment,” Rich says, swinging off the bike and leaning it against one wall.  He motions at the tall building.  “Isn’t it obvious?”

“I didn’t know you had another place,” I tell him.  “Isn’t it risky coming here?  I mean, wouldn’t Tam and Victor know exactly where to look next if this place belongs to you?  The way you made them sound…”

“Penny.”  Rich stops me mid-phrase with an even look.  “This is my apartment, but nobody knows it exists.  Only me, you, and Min.  I bought the building with cash so it couldn’t be traced to me.  I wanted to distance myself from my father.”

I gape at him.  “You own the entire building?”

Rich shrugs.  “I’ve been buying and selling properties on the side for a few years.  I bought my first place using the money I made fighting.  It was a ramshackle, little shed.  I renovated it, sold it for a nice profit.  I did the same thing a few more times, until I ended up with this.”

I look up and down the abandoned street.  Rich and I are the only people present.  “It doesn’t look like you have many tenants,” I note.

Rich smiles.  “Using your eyes for once, huh?  You’re right.  I don’t have any.  I was planning on coming here this summer and hiring a construction crew to work on the inside.  I got the building cheap after the fire across the street made the land value drop.  It had been vacant for years before, anyway.  I figured it’d be better to wait until people forgot what happened before renting it out again.”

“Smart,” I tell him.  A gust of wind blows my jacket open.  I shiver and snatch it closed in a hurry.  “So I take it Min has been waiting here for you?”

“Yup.”  Rich looks down and kicks at a rock.  “Penny, I meant what I said before.  I wouldn’t have brought you here if I had any other choice.  I promised to keep you safe.  Well, I know you’re safer away from me.  You know, I thought coming back for you was the right decision.  Now I’m not so sure.  If I had just left you behind, Tam and Victor would have eventually realized you were not Min.  Hell, you’d probably be on your way back to college by now.”  He sighs.  “This way, you’re stuck with me, and in even more danger because of it…”

“Rich.”  I step up to him and take his hand.  “I’ve come this far with you without complaining, haven’t I?  I don’t regret anything.”

Rich runs a hand through his dark ruddy hair.  He looks much more like an uncertain young boy than the confident, steady man I know.  “It’s hard for me to say this, Penny.  But I just have this feeling that once I take you inside—” he gestures behind him, “—once I introduce you to Min, there won’t be any going back for you.  You’ll be stuck with me.  And even though you already know how I feel about you, it’s just… well, it’s still not too late for you to turn away.  Go home.  Forget about me.  If things go well with Min, I will come and find you.  And if they don’t, you won’t be stuck in a situation that is outside of your control.”

Rich sounds so genuine and conflicted that it breaks my heart.  It tells me he truly cares about me.

“I’m not leaving, Rich,” I promise.  I can’t abandon him to himself, not after everything we’ve gone through.  “And I’m not going to weigh you down, either.  I’m going to help you however I can.  I mean that.”  I give him a stern look and harden my voice.  “And don’t you dare tell me to forget about you again.”

Rich chuckles.  The doubt lifts from his face.  “Stubborn as always, huh?”  He reaches out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.  “All right.  I won’t say that again.  You ready to meet my sister, then?”

“I was born ready.”

 

***

 

I feel a little nervous as the elevator climbs to the top floor.  I hadn’t considered this before, but what if Min doesn’t like me?  What if she ends up being angry with me for derailing all her plans?  No matter what Rich said, I had caused trouble for him.  For him and Min both.  Would she resent me for that?

I wonder if she knows that Rich had fought Victor for me.  Or that he has a row of stitches on his leg because of me.

I shrug uncomfortably.  Min could easily hate me for putting her brother in danger.  I hope she doesn’t, but I can’t hold it against her if she does.  After all, I was the one who ruined the plans she’d made with Rich.

I really want her to like me.  Normally, I wouldn’t care.  But, this is different.  Min is Rich’s sister.  She is the only family member whom he loves.  

Because of that, her opinion means the world to me.

The doors slide open.  We step into the hall.

“Rich!” a girl’s voice cries out.  I turn in time to see a dark blur streak in front of me.  It collides with Rich.  The next thing I know, he’s swinging his sister round and round, laughing as he does so.

I take a small step back to let them have their moment.  Rich sets Min down and embraces her again.  All I can see from here is the back of her head.

“Min,” Rich says to her when they part, his eyes shining, “I want you to meet Penny.”

His sister turns and looks at me.  I see her face for the first time.  She’s pretty.  Really, really pretty, with the type of large doe eyes that boys go crazy over.

“Hi,” I say, smiling as I offer my hand.  I don’t want to make a bad first impression.

Min surprised me by foregoing the handshake.  She launches forward to wrap her arms tight around my neck.

“Thank you for looking after my brother,” she whispers, so low I can barely hear her.  When she pulls back, I see that her eyes are wet with unshed tears.

“I’d say he’s the one looking after me,” I quip.

Min laughs.  She has a vibrant, beautiful laugh.  She dabs at her eyes to clear the tears.

“I’ve been worried about you,” Rich says, walking up to us.  “I didn’t know how well you’d be holding out on your own.”

“On my own?” Min says.  “I’ve been on my own ever since you left home all those years ago!”  She sounds like she should be angry, but there’s a playful vibe in her voice.  She hits Rich on the arm.  “That’s for thinking I’m still the helpless little sister you left in New York,” she accuses.

I smile at their banter.  I decide on the spot that I like Min.

“Hey, hey, I never said that,” Rich defends.  “What is it with you girls and putting words in my mouth?” He nods at me.  “Penny does the same thing.”

“That’s because Penny is smart,” Min declares, linking arms with me.  Rich scowls.  I laugh.

“Come on,” Min says, leading me down the hall.  “I’ve been dying to meet the girl who stole my brother’s heart.  I just know that we have so much to talk about.”

 

***

 

A few minutes later, I’m sitting cross-legged with Min on the carpeted floor of an unfinished bedroom.  It’s part of an apartment that probably takes up half of the building’s top floor.  We’d left Rich behind in the living room, then come in here and closed the door.

“You want a drink?” Min asks, going on her hands and knees to reach for the closet.  “I have a little cooler in here that I stocked with some sodas.”

“A Coke would be nice,” I tell her.  I jump in surprise when a dark can flies toward me.  I fumble a bit, but manage to catch it.

Min settles down across from me and tucks her legs under her.  “Well,” she sighs, “I don’t really know how to start this… but, I’m sorry.”

I blink at her in surprise.  “Sorry?”

“For getting you involved in all of this.”  Min gestures around her in a mannerism eerily similar to her brother’s.  “I’m not asking you to forgive me.  I know it’s probably way too late for that.  But, at least, I don’t want you to hate me.”

She starts trailing a finger idly around the rim of the can.  “It was a stupid plan that Rich and I thought up.  Stupid and selfish.  The whole time I was waiting here, stuck in limbo, I just felt so awful about the poor girl that Rich would pass off as me.  It was a way for us to buy more time.  You have to understand.  Rich assured me no harm would come to her, once they realized she wasn’t me.  But still…”

Min trails off, looking around the room, everywhere but directly at me.  “We were desperate.  I was desperate.  I would never have agreed to it if I had thought that we’d be endangering the other girl.  Still, as soon as I came here alone, and our plan was truly set in motion, I began to feel like such a terrible person.”

Min’s lower lip starts to tremble as the words pour out.  “How selfish was it of me to have someone else take the blame?  How irresponsible?  I couldn’t sleep most nights.  The guilt just gnawed at me, until I came this close to giving myself up.”  She pinches her thumb and forefinger together to demonstrate.  “But then I got a call from Rich, and he told me about you, and everything that’s happened…”  Min looks at me and offers a weak smile.  “And I was just so relieved that he pulled you out of that situation…”

She stops.  For a second, she looks surprised that she’d said so much.  “Look at me, just blabbing at you.  Let me say this.  I’m glad you’re here.  Really, really glad.  And I just hope—I wish—that you won’t hate me for what I’ve done.”

Her concern is so heartfelt that it takes me aback.  And so absolutely misplaced that I can’t help but laugh.  “Hate you?” I say.  “Min, I can’t possibly hate you.  Not when you brought me to the first person in the world I’ve ever cared about.”

Min’s eyes widen in understanding.  At the same time, the relief on her face is so obvious it’s palpable.  “So is it… love?” she asks.  “No, no, don’t tell me.  I want to figure it out for myself.”

“So do I.”  I smile.  “I don’t hate you, Min.  Not even close.  The funny thing is, I was worried about what you’d think of me.  I ruined all your plans, after all.”

Min giggles.  “That is funny.  So then… friends?”  She stuck her hand out for me to shake.

I take page from her book, instead.  I crawl over and wrap my arms around her in a hug.  “Friends,” I tell her.

 

***

 

For the next half hour, I recount my adventures with Rich.  Min makes for a captive audience.  Apparently, Rich managed to avoid mentioning his fight with Victor to Min.  So she wouldn’t worry, I make it seem much less dangerous than it really was.  

Min shares stories about Rich, too.  She tells me that, when she was about eleven, Rich rented a moving van with all his friends.  With their help, he took out all the furniture in his room and drove it to the dump.  The only thing he left was his mattress.  We share a laugh about how he still lives that way.

“Oh my God, I almost forgot!” Min exclaims, grabbing my hand and dragging me to the bathroom.  We stop in front of a mirror.  “I want to see how similar we really look!”

I look at the reflection in front of us.  We both have dark waves, and we’re about the same height.  That’s where the similarities end.  Min’s eyes are larger and prettier than mine.  My lips are a little plumper.  Her nose is small and delicate.  Mine is long and thin.

“Well, that’s disappointing,” Min announces.  “We don’t look anything alike!”

“Nothing at all the same,” I agree.  Her eyes are a beautiful, rare, misty blue—much like Rich’s—whereas mine are a more common brown.

“Men are all blind,” Min declares.  I laugh.

“Go back to back,” I suggest.  Min nods and turns, pressing her back into mine.  Her shoulders are higher, but my neck is slightly longer.  It makes the top of my head graze a little above hers.  It could just be the difference in hair volume, though.

I catch Min frowning in the mirror.  “We’re not even the same height!”

“No,” I agree.  “But you’re so lucky.  Your eyes are so pretty.”

Min laughs.  “I’d trade them for a second to have curls like yours.  Your hair is beautiful.  Do you know how long I have to work on mine just to give it a tenth of the volume yours has?”

I blush slightly at the compliment.  “Come on,” I say, linking my arm with hers.  “We’ve got to tell Rich what we really think about his selection of me.”


Chapter Seventeen

 

Rich and Min spend the next few hours catching up.  I keep to the side, trying to stay out of the way.  I don’t know what it’s like to have a sibling, but I expect that they would appreciate the time alone.

By the time dinner rolls around, we order pizza for takeout.  I’m happy to finally shower and change into some clean clothes after eating.  Min was nice enough to offer me some of her things to wear.

When I come out, Rich is nowhere to be found.  Min is alone on the living room couch.  She looks pensive, and a little bit upset.

“Hey,” I say, “is everything okay?”

She looks up.  “Rich and I had a disagreement about what to do next,” she explains.  “Apparently, he’s been planning something.  So have I.”

I sit down beside her.  “So, what’s the problem?”

Min grimaces.  “He asked me to talk to you.”

I get a sinking feeling in my stomach.  “About what?”

“For starters, he wants me to convince you that he’s all wrong for you,” Min sighs.  “Or some garbage like that.  He must think you and I are blind as bats if we haven’t seen the way he looks at you.”

The sinking feeling transforms into nervous butterflies.  “What way is that?”

“Like a man head over heels in love.”  Min smiles gently.  “But you didn’t need me to tell you that.”

Min’s words make me want to squeal in delight.  I try to act somewhat unaffected, instead.  “What did you say?”

“He stormed off after I told him I would do no such thing.  He was frustrated.  I told him he would have to talk to you himself if he really wanted to convince you.  I had a feeling he wouldn’t do it.”

“How did you know?”

Min shrugs.  “Just a feeling.  I’d give him some time to cool down, though.  I don’t know if you’ve ever experienced his temper.  I had hoped he’d outgrown it since leaving New York.  But no, it’s still there—as always.”

“I don’t envy you,” I tell her.  “I know what he can be like, too.”  I give Min’s arm a squeeze.  

“Hey, it’s not my fault if my brother is as dumb as a post.  He has you right in front of him, and he’s trying to push you away?”

“I think it’s his way of trying to protect me.”  I shake my head.  “He promised he wouldn’t ask me to leave again, though.”

“So you’ve already had this discussion?” Min asks.

“More than once,” I sigh.

“That’s probably why he wanted me to act as the messenger.  Rich has many flaws, but he always stays true to his word.”

“That’s good to know,” I say.  “So now we just wait for him to come back?”

“I guess so,” Min agrees.

“Did he tell you what he was planning on doing next?  He mentioned that he had a plan to me too, but when I asked him about it, he wouldn’t say a word.”

“No,” Min tells me.  “The issue of you came as a bit of a stumbling block.”  She pauses.  Then, she picks up my hand and turns to face me.  “You have to tell him how you feel.”

“What?” I stumble.  “No!  I can’t.”

“Why not?” Min stresses.  “It’s the only way he will let you stay.”

“I can’t,” I repeat adamantly.  “Not yet.”  I haven’t known Min for very long, but already, I feel like I can confide in her.  “What if he doesn’t feel the same way?” I ask in a small voice.

“Oh, sweetheart, I can tell you with absolute certainty that he does.  I know my brother.  I grew up with him.  I’ve never seen him act around anyone the way he acts around you.”

“You’re nice to say that,” I murmur.  “But you were both a lot younger back then.”

Min laughs.  “Good point.  But,” she adds in a secretive voice, “I also know men.  Have you ever been in love before?”

I hesitate.  “I thought I was once.  Looking back, I don’t think that was what it was.”

“I was in love, once,” Min tells me.  She sighs wistfully.  “Circumstance tore us apart.”

“When?” I ask without thinking.  Then I feel my cheeks grow warm.  “I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.”

Min smiles.  “You won’t tell Rich?”

“No!” I say in surprise.  “Of course not.”

“Just checking.  Older brothers can be stupidly protective at times.  When?  Oh, not so long ago.  A few weeks, in fact.”

The pieces fall into place.  “Your boyfriend from New York,” I say.  “Who you were forced to leave behind when you came to Rich.”

Min smiles a little.  “His name was Joey.  My heart fluttered every time I thought of him.  I had to leave him without a word.  There was no other choice.  I knew a clean break would be the only way to keep him from coming after me.  It keeps him safe, too.  If he doesn’t know where I am, he can’t get in trouble with the men looking for me.”

“That’s so sad,” I say.  “I’m sorry, Min.”

“I don’t regret it,” she tells me.  “How can I?  We had the most beautiful few months together.  Sometimes, I think, that once all of this is over, I’ll go back and find him again.”  She laughs wistfully.  “But that’s just me being foolish.  My point is: I recognize the way Rich acts around you.  It’s the same way Joey was with me.  The only difference is that we’d professed our love for each other.”

“I don’t know if it’s that easy,” I admit.  “Rich told me he’s never been in love.  What if I’m wrong?  What if you’re wrong?”  I swallow, remembering the way I thought I knew Abby after being friends for a few weeks.  It turned out I hadn’t known her at all.  “What if I’m just an infatuation to him?”

“No.”  Min’s voice is firm.  “You are not that to him.  And he is not that to you, either.  Ask yourself: Does he inspire you to be the best you?  Are you willing to stay with him through the highest highs and the lowest lows?  If the answer is what I think it is, then it’s definitely love.”

I exhale.  “This is a lot to take in.”

“Nobody said it was going to be easy.  If you need to talk, I’ll be here for you.  Rich told me about your family.  How you don’t know any of them.”  Min smiles.  “I know it’s fast, but already, you feel like a sister to me.  I’ve never said that to any of my girlfriends before.”

“Thanks.”  I give Min another hug.  “I need to think things through.  Do you think it’s safe for me to go outside?”

“Nobody should know that we’re here,” Min says.  “Still, it’s probably better to avoid the streets.”  Her face brightens.  “I just remembered!  There are stairs going up to the rooftop.  Here, I’ll show you the way.”

 

***

 

I walk to the edge of the rooftop patio and peer out at the city below.  Calling it a “city” is probably too generous.  This is more of a well-populated town.

I lean against the railing, feeling the cool wind on my face.  The sky overhead is darkening.  It’s going to be dusk soon.

“Penny.”

I jump.  “Rich?  What are you doing up here?”

Rich emerges from behind a wall.  He looks very subdued, very  mellow.  “I might ask you the same thing.”

“I didn’t come up here to look for you, if that what you’re thinking,” I tell him.  “Min said you stormed off.  I thought you’d have taken the bike somewhere.”

Rich looks at me.  “I was going to.  But I couldn’t stand the thought of being far from you.”

Then why did you try to get Min to tell me to leave?  I think.  But, I stay quiet.

Rich walks up beside me.  He puts his hand on the railing, close to mine.  He doesn’t touch me, though.

“I’ve been thinking,” he says after a long, contemplative moment.  “About you.  You’re afraid.”

“What?”  I turn on him.  “What are you talking about?”

“You’re afraid,” Rich repeats.

“Of what?” I ask.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.”  Rich sighs.  “You’re not afraid of the right things.  You watched me fight Victor with barely a peep.  You even tried to run when you thought he was distracted.  That’s not fear.  That’s bravery.  But that’s not what I’m talking about.”

I fix my eyes on him.  “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about… losing control.  I think that is what frightens you most.”

I huff dismissively.  “I’ve never seen your philosophical side before.”

“Just listen.  We’ve spent enough time together for me to understand you.  Not a lot, just a little.  But maybe that’s enough.  I know you’re always trying to take care of yourself.  By yourself.”

“I have to,” I tell him.  “The world hasn’t given me much of a choice.”

“You have a choice now, Penny.”  He locks his gaze with mine.  “You have me.  I promise, I will take care of you.  Through the best times and the worst.”  His hands moves to overlap mine.  “But only if you want me to.  Whatever happens, I will always do the right thing by you.”

Rich leans across and kisses me gently, sweetly, on the forehead.  I shudder when his lips leave my skin.

“Only if you want,” he repeats.

“Rich…”

“I also know this.  Nobody can tell what the future holds.  Whatever happens, I want to be there with you.  I can’t promise you anything more than what we have now.  Is it going to be enough?  I don’t know.  But I fucking hope to God it will be.”  

Rich turns away.  “You don’t have to say anything now.  I’ll leave you to think things through.”

 

***

 

Only when Rich’s body disappears behind the closed door do I let out the breath I’d been holding.  

I wander around pointlessly on the patio, doing everything I can to avoid focusing on the most burning question in my mind.

One minute, Rich wants me to leave.  The next, he doesn’t.  He’s conflicted, probably as much as I am.  Min told me he always keeps his promises.  Is that what’s tearing at him?  His promise to keep me safe and the impossible reconciliation of his desire to keep me close?

The thing he said about losing control cut so close to the bone that it scares me.

He’s right, of course.  My whole life I had to be the one in control.  There was no other way to live.  Being in control was what helped me to survive on my own.

But now, things were changing.  Feelings I would never have expected a week ago were blooming in my chest.  

They all center around Rich.

‘I will take care of you.’  His promise sounds too good to be true.  I have never had the luxury to rely on somebody else.  

I sit on an empty bench and look at my hands.  I trace the spot on my forehead where Rich had kissed me.  Why was he being so sweet all of a sudden?

Maybe it is love.  But I’ve been burned enough times not to believe in fairy tales.  Life is no Disney movie.  When the clock strikes twelve, there is never a prince who will save you.

Except… could Rich be my prince?  Could he pull me from my solitary existence?

I think about what Min had said.  ‘Does he inspire me to be a better person?’  

I think, yes.  

‘Do I want to be with him through the highest highs and lowest lows?’  

I know, yes.

Still, a creeping doubt in the back of my mind prevents me from embracing the idea fully.  

Is a week enough time to know that you love someone?  Is that brief amount of time sufficient for you to truly know a person?

Everything I’d gone through with Abby tells me, “No.”  I thought I knew the girl.  How wrong I had been.  She turned out to be a lying, irresponsible leech.  

Not that I can ever compare Rich to Abby.  They are nothing alike.  But my experience with my roommate tells me that I need to remain cautious.  I can’t jump into Rich’s arms because my heart wants me to.  

I have responsibilities that don’t involve Rich.  I have my work, my education.  All the things in my life I’d tried to straighten out after leaving the orphanage.  All the things I put on hold while going on this wild run with him.

As much as it hurts to admit, maybe leaving Rich now would be the best thing for me.  I’d cry about him for weeks after.  But if Min was strong enough to endure a clean break, maybe I can be, too.

The difference is, Min has a chance to go back.  If I leave Rich, there will be no going back.

I stand up and start to pace the patio.  I’m restless.  I’m anxious.  I’m a confused mess.

No.  No, I cannot just leave Rich behind.  I can’t just forget about him.  Even if I wanted to, I know my mind will never let go.

I take a deep breath and try to calm myself.  I don’t know what to think.  I wish I had someone to go to for advice.  

I dig under my shirt, pull out my locket, and open it.  There’s not enough light to see the picture.  It doesn’t matter.  The image is permanently etched in my mind.  

I hold the locket tightly and bring it to my lips.  “I wish you were still around to tell me what to do,” I whisper.  “I wish I could have had the chance to know you, dad.”

I hold the locket close to my face for a long time.  Then I sigh, and tuck it back under my shirt.  Wishing for things to change never accomplishes anything.  Actions are what determine a life.

I slump against the railing.  I can’t remember ever feeling this uncertain.  Min thinks I should tell Rich how I feel.  I’m terrified that he might not feel the same way.  Even if he says he does, how am I to know that it will last?  I can’t begin to fathom the true inner workings of a male mind.  What if a week is too short a time?  What if he says he loves me now, then grows bored with me in the future?  Where will that leave me?

Nowhere, that’s where.  I’d be lost.  Rich’s analysis of me was frightening in its accuracy.  I do need to be in control.  If I go any further with him, I risk losing what little control I have left over my life.

Rich had sacrificed everything for his sister.  I’d seen them together today.  Their love for each other is undeniable.

That puts me in an awkward position.  Family comes first, right?  I don’t have any direct experience, but that is how I’ve always thought things work.  If things come down to Rich having to choose between me and his little sister, who will he pick?  If it’s a question of mine or Min’s safety, whose will he protect first?

I swallow the lump in my throat.  I have no doubt that it will be Min.  They have a blood bond.  Rich and I have… what?  A few strong feelings?  An unsteady relationship based on less than a week together?

How can I know those feelings will last ? I ask myself.

That makes up my mind.  The uncertainty is the reason Rich and I can never be together.  Not in the way I might dream of.  One week is just not enough time to know if you love a person.  

I stand up, my decision sealed.  A quick cut will be for the best.  Maybe I can even leave without seeing Rich.  That way, I won’t risk changing my mind.

Every step of the long walk across the rooftop hurts more than I can bear.  I feel absolutely hollow inside.

I pause in front of the door.  I take deep, steadying breath.  This is it.  There will be no changing my mind after this.

I reach for the doorknob… and catch the reflection of the stars glimmering on the shiny metal.

My breath catches.  All the memories of last night come flooding back.  The way Rich stared deep into my eyes as he entered me.  The way he called out my name as we orgasmed together.  The possessive way he held me afterward, like nothing in the world could ever come between us.

No.  No, I can’t leave Rich!  I can’t forget the best thing that’s ever happened to me.

I swing the door open and run down the stairs two at a time.  I can’t believe how close I’d come to making the biggest mistake of my life.  

Rich’s words echo through my mind.  ‘I will take care of you.’  Nothing else matters.  I realize, all of a sudden, that Rich and I have more in common than I had ever thought.  Nobody ever took care of me.  Nobody ever took care of Rich, either.  He had a father, but the man never cared.  His mother had died when he was young.  His sister had been very little when he left home.

He’s always been on his own.  Just like me.

I feel the excitement blooming in my chest as I run through the hall.  I can take care of Rich.  I can be that person.  Neither of us has to be alone anymore.  We can have each other.  We can love each other.  Together.  Forever.

I pound on the door as soon as I reach it.  Min opens it.  I leap by her.  Rich is just turning the corner when I jump into his arms.

“I’m staying,” I tell him.  “Here.  With you.”  I laugh.  “I love you, Richard Blackthorne, and there’s not a damn thing you can do to make me change my mind.”





 

The End.
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