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Chapter 1


“Hey! Ham! Phone’s for you!” my boss shouted from the office. I looked up from my lunch confused. No one should be calling me at work. Hell, no one should be calling me period. I stuffed the last of my sandwich in my mouth and trudged toward the office in a hurry. Dave didn’t like having the line tied up, especially for personal calls.


When I went inside, he nodded at the desk at the far end of the trailer where we had a few computers and a set of the blueprints laid out. We were building a housing development. In reality, we were slapping together yuppie habitats for next year’s suburban expansion. Forget the fact that there was a housing development on the other side of Austin that was filled with abandoned houses that they couldn’t give away after the mortgage crash. The developer here swore that we had a whole new housing market and he was poised to cash in.


I thought about all this in the few seconds it took to cross the room and pick up the phone off the desk. I pushed the line that was on hold and answered the call. “This is Ham,” I said worried. The only people who knew to reach me here were either HERE or Mrs. Sanchez, my landlady. That meant there was a problem with my place and it was an emergency for her to call me at work.


“Petey?” asked a voice from my past. “Is that really you?”


Instead of answering, I hung up the phone. I didn’t quite run outside, but I didn’t linger either. When Dave came outside, I was throwing up over the side of the steps.


“You get some bad news?” he asked. Dave was a good guy. He generally left well-enough alone, but I was the one guy on the crew that never called in sick, never showed up late or drunk or high, never started shit on the job and never brought outside shit to the job ... until today, that is.


I just nodded and heaved the rest of my lunch up wetly. Thank God I’d opted for peanut butter this morning and not tuna. Dave lit a smoke and kept an eye on me until I was empty. When it looked like I was done barfing, he asked what was wrong.


“That was my brother,” I said, spitting to try to get the taste out of my mouth.


“Someone die?” he asked guardedly. I think he was assessing whether my trouble was about to become his problem.


I shook my head. “Dunno, don’t care,” I said, getting hold of myself.


“You running from something, Ham?” he asked pointedly. “I run a clean crew. I don’t discriminate against ex-cons, but if you’re on the run, I can’t keep you, you know that.”


I shook my head again. “Nothing like that, Dave,” I assured him. “I just left Denver without leaving a forwarding address, if you know what I mean. I didn’t want anything from my old life and no one from my old life wanted me. Don’t know why Billy called me or how he tracked me down here, but he’s got nothing to say that I want to hear.”


Dave winced. “Sounds pretty bad,” he said. “You think it’s gonna follow you down here?”


“I hope he gets the message that I don’t want to talk to him or anyone else from Denver,” I said woodenly.


Dave shrugged. “Family are strange like that,” he said softly, taking a drag off his smoke while he talked. “They’re more likely to hound you ‘til they have their say and then hound you ‘til you knuckle under. You got two choices, really. You can keep runnin’ or you can stand your ground. Whatever happened in Denver, musta been bad if you walked out on family. Sometimes they ain’t much, but by and large, they’re all we can count on.”


“Not my family,” I shook my head. “The only thing I can count on them for is to fuck me.”


“Then what’re they calling here for?” he asked, curious.


“Someone probably needs a kidney or bone marrow or a lung or some shit like that,” I muttered darkly.


“So what’re you gonna do then?” he asked, finishing off his smoke and flicking it into the bucket full of water that was sitting at the bottom of the steps for just this purpose. “Run or stand? You’re a good worker, Ham. I’d hate to lose you, but you could do this work for this wage pretty much anywhere in the country. On the other hand, you’d have to leave your life here behind. You have some friends, you know your way around, you’re pretty senior on the crew. You’d have to start from scratch somewhere else if you left. Think about it.”


I nodded. “I will,” I promised.


“Good,” he said. “Take the rest of the day off. There’s no way I want you operating a nail-gun if you’re this messed up.”


I was about to argue, but I saw the look on his face and nodded. “Thanks, Dave,” I said quietly instead. “I appreciate you looking out for me.”


“You?” he asked surprised. “I was thinking about the crew. If you drilled your hand with the gun by accident, Larry’d piss his pants, Clyde’ll pass out and Jerry would absolutely start talking about getting a lawyer and suing the company.” He was smiling a little when he said it, but he might as well have thrown his arms around me and hugged me for days. I could tell he was worried about me.


I laughed and then went to pack up. I got in my truck and pulled out of the job site for the drive home. On the way, I turned on the radio and started to think about how this had all started for me.


Linda Cooper had been my high school sweetheart. We’d met when she was a freshman and I was a year ahead of her. We we fell in love and we were inseparable until I went away to college. I’d gotten an academic scholarship to UCLA. It was too far to come home for the weekends, but close enough that I’d still hear all the hometown news ... or so I thought.


I came home at Christmas and things were off. I shook it off as people just being used to me being gone from the house, since it faded after a few days. That feeling never quite went away though.


I suppose I should go into the backgrounds a bit. My name is Peter Hamilton. I used to get called Petey, growing up, but since I left Denver that last time, I’d started going by Ham. At the moment I’d gotten in my truck, I was 24. I had a younger brother named Billy who’d just cost me a peanut butter sandwich and had cost me a whole lot more over the years. I also had an older brother named Mike. Mikey, Petey and Billy. Mike was two years older than me and Billy was two years younger.


I’d been eager to see Linda during my time at UCLA. I wasn’t living like a monk, but I kept my party time to Friday nights and I never got so drunk that I woke up with missing time. I also never woke up next to a girl. I got to be something of a joke on campus for never hooking up. I had Linda waiting for me though, so I took it as well as I could.


That first day I got back to town, Billy was tasked with helping me move back in.


“So, you tapping the LA pussy parade?” he asked bluntly as soon as we took my bags up to the room we’d shared together forever.


I looked at him strangely. “No,” I said, like it was the only possible answer. “I have Linda here waiting for me. I’m not gonna cheat on her. I’d rather get hit by a truck than break her heart like that.”


He looked disappointed for a minute. “For real?” he asked, incredulous. “It’s not like she’d ever find out, right? Never even looked?”


I shrugged. “She probably wouldn’t find out, but I’d know I did it and I’d feel like she deserved better than some asshole that’s gonna hook up behind her back.” I smiled at him. “You’ll understand someday. You’ll meet a girl that’s worth more to you than all the random hookups in the world and you’ll do the same.”


I chalked up his disappointment to him wanting to live vicariously through his big brother and we talked a lot about my time in LA, college, seeing celebrities, surfing and a dozen other topics until it was time for dinner.


Dad worked in construction as a foreman and Mike worked with him. We’d all worked with him during the summers, but Mike had gone full-time. He had his own apartment at this point, but frequently came home for dinner since there was always a place set for him. I noticed that he was a little warmer to me than he’d been before I went to college, but that was just an addition to the strange little behaviors I was picking up on all day. Mom kept giving me worried looks, but she smiled whenever she saw me looking. None of it sank in though. I just assumed she was worried that I wasn’t eating right. I’d dropped a little weight after initially picking up some of the “freshman fifteen”, so she was commenting that I looked thin.


“How’s school treating you?” Mike asked, shaking my hand as we sat down to eat.


“Good mostly,” I said with a grin. I was happy to be back. I’d tried to call Linda to see if she wanted to come for dinner, but I hadn’t been able to get through, so it was just the five of us. “My life’s not nearly as exciting as Billy was hoping, but I’m sure he’ll get over it.”


“Oh?” Mike asked, interested. “What have you been talking to Billy about?”


“He asked if I was sniffing around any of the girls out there,” I laughed. “I think he was expecting that Linda and I would call it quits when I went to college.”


He looked at Billy, who shrugged but didn’t say anything.


“Have you spoken with Linda?” Mom asked delicately.


“Not yet. She knew I was getting in today, so I’m hoping she’ll stop by later, but I couldn’t reach her earlier.”


She nodded and we got onto other topics after that. I was prodded into telling everyone about LA and some of the friends I’d made and the things I’d been doing for fun.


Dad and Mike talked about work and Billy mentioned that he still hadn’t been expelled from school, but he’d get there someday.


It went like that for about a week. I finally got together with Linda, but things seemed strained. She wasn’t used to having me around all the time. We spent a few days together and then her parents were taking her to have Christmas with her grandparents in Kansas City, so I wouldn’t see her again until just before New Years. We exchanged Christmas presents and said goodbye. We were both extremely sad, but there wasn’t much either of us could do about it.


I put her gift under the tree when I got home and went to my room. I’d been looking forward to spending time with Linda, but she was stuck going out of town. I was moody and withdrawn for the rest of the day, busying myself with some of the reading for next semester and trying not to hate her parents for keeping us apart.


Mom came in late in the afternoon. “Did you talk to Linda?” she asked delicately.


I nodded. “I really don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said with a sigh.


“Sometimes these things work out for the best, Petey. It’s not the end of the world.”


“I know,” I said sadly. “It just sucks. I’ve waited for months to be near her and her parents turn around and decide to drive to Kansas City to have Christmas with her grandparents. I was hoping to have more time with her.”


She blinked at that. “Oh,” she said, sounding a little surprised. “I thought you two might have had a fight since you’ve been up here since you came home.”


I shook my head. “No, nothing like that. Just ... I was really looking forward to seeing her and now I’m only going to get a couple of days with her before I go back.”


She nodded and her frown told me that she sympathized. She patted my shoulder and got up, saying that she needed to get things started for dinner and asked me if I’d run to the store for a few things she needed.


When I got back, the house was tense, but everyone was treating me like I was made of glass, so word had quickly spread.


By Christmas Eve, things were mostly normal. Billy was spending the evening with his girlfriend’s family for their tradition and I was glad he’d found someone. I remember hoping that he’d find the same thing that I had with Linda and being happy for him. He said that she wasn’t ready to face the family here yet, but he was sure that I’d meet her soon enough.


Christmas passed, New Years came with a phone call from Linda, telling me that her parents wanted to stay a few more days, but that she’d try to pressure them to come back in time to see me off.


My mood sunk even lower at that revelation and I found myself sitting at home alone for the countdown. Mom and Dad went to a work party every year and Mike went with them with his new girlfriend. Billy had his New Years out with his girl and I had the Times Square countdown to keep me company.


I got back on the plane to LA two days later. Linda sent me a text saying that they were on their way back and asked what time my flight was. She confirmed that she’d be getting in about an hour after I took off, but promised to see me for spring break.


So I went back to school and did what I could to make the time fly. I was taking a four year degree in engineering, but I was trying to pick up extra courses so I could do it in three. Linda was going to college locally, so I wanted to get back to Denver as soon as I could so we could start our life together. I was really THAT stupid.


Spring break came and my workload was just too much to go home for the week. Everyone was understanding and upbeat. Mom said she was very proud that I was taking it so seriously. Mike had flunked out and gone to work with Dad almost before he started, so it made her happy to know that I was taking a different path.


I was looking forward to the end of term for several reasons. I was waiting on my marks. I’d need to do well to maintain my scholarship. I was eager to get back home because Linda’s prom was fast approaching and I was looking forward to spending the evening with her. She’d told me that she had everything taken care of and I didn’t have to do a thing, so I got myself packed and headed home to my worst nightmare.


Mike picked me up at the airport instead of Mom or Billy. I was glad to see him now that I wasn’t his annoying little brother. We got into his car and drove back to Mom and Dad’s place slowly.


“You know,” he said awkwardly, “if things at Mom and Dad’s get to be too much to handle, you can give me a call and stay at my place. I know it’s not always fun.”


I smiled at him. “Thanks,” I said to him. “It’s cool though. I haven’t been home since Christmas. It’ll take a little time for things to get stale.”


“Still,” he insisted. “If you need to get out, even if it’s just for a few days, let me know. No questions asked.”


I nodded. “I appreciate it, Mike,” I said lightly. He dropped me off and went back to work.


When I got home, Mom was acting particularly nuts, fussing over me. She told me I could unpack later, but that she wanted to spend some time with me, so I helped make dinner with her. That night would be memorable for all of us. Linda had promised to be there for dinner and I was looking forward to seeing her.


We’d put dinner on the table and Billy arrived home from wherever he’d been to announce that they were there. I walked into the hall to say hello and Dad was a step behind me. True to his word, Billy was there, alright, but so was Linda. I opened my mouth to speak and the two of them deliberately turned their eyes away from me and kissed deeply and passionately.


I stood there in shock while they made out right in front of me. Shock turned to rage and I launched myself at the cocky little bastard. That’s when Dad grabbed me from behind. He was bigger than me, stronger and had been on the wrestling team in high school, so there was no way I was gonna beat him, but I tried.


“GET OFF ME!!!” I roared in rage, my face turning red as I watched my world come to an end. The two of them looked at me without the slightest trace of shame at what they’d been doing.


“Calm the fuck down, before you get yourself hurt!” he said sharply. I wasn’t listening. What the fuck did it matter if I got hurt. What was gonna compare to this? I wanted to kill them both. That hate was a living thing and it hungered for their blood. “Fine! You don’t wanna listen? We’ll do it the hard way.” He shifted his grip, wrapping an arm around my throat and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. There were black spots in front of my eyes and everything went black.


When I came around, I was on the sofa and the four of them were there. Linda and Billy were sitting on the loveseat together and Dad was leaning against the entry to the hall, poised to grab me again, if I should lunge for the happy couple.


“Son,” Dad said in his least menacing growl, “I’m sure you have a lot of questions about this.”


I sat up and looked around the room. They all looked at me with varying degrees of regret. “Just one,” I admitted. “You all knew about this? Mike too?” I was surprised that my voice was as calm as it was. I knew he was poised to put me down again if I got upset now.


“Yes,” Mom said. “Please try to understand. No one wanted to hurt you.”


“I don’t care,” I said and got up slowly. “You’re dead to me,” I said, starting across the room. I looked around, taking in each of them.


Dad pushed himself away from the wall and gave me a warning look. “Just calm the fuck down and talk it out,” he told me.


“What’s there to talk about?” I asked him coldly. “You always said when something bad happens, family comes together and protects our own. You protected your son and your new daughter from the outsider. You all pulled together at Christmas to fool me about where I stood. Not much point in talking it out. I hate each and every one of you and I hope you each die. Now, get the fuck out of my way.”


He rolled his eyes. “And you wonder why no one told you? You overreact to everything. You always did. You’ve always been a pussy. Just fucking man-up. You went off to college. Did you really think your relationship was gonna survive that?”


I shook my head and tried to move past him. I wanted to get my things, call a cab and go to the bus station to buy a ticket back to LA. Fortunately, I was good at tutoring, so I had enough money for that. I couldn’t count on anything from my family. He grabbed my shoulders and shoved me back into the living room.


I looked at him coldly and went to walk past him again, only to be shoved back. I tried it again and when he leaned forward to grab me, I kicked him in the balls as hard as I could. He went down in a heap and I kicked him a few more times, making sure to kick him in the face for the sake of his comment about being a pussy. I stomped his balls one more time to deliver the message and then left him on the floor to go upstairs I got my phone and called a cab, packing up and making sure I wasn’t leaving anything behind.


When I came back down, Mom and Billy were helping Dad up and Mom was nearly in hysterics. Blood was pouring out of his nose and he was groaning and coughing and sounded miserable. There was no sign of Linda, but at that point, I didn’t care. I was outside with my suitcases, waiting for my cab when Mike showed up from work.


“They told you?” he asked, taking in the bags and the fact that I was waiting for a ride on the street so I wasn’t even on the property. “Look, Petey...” he started before I cut him off.


“Fuck off,” I said. “Your father probably needs to go to the hospital.” I jerked my thumb in the direction of the door. “Your family needs you.”


“What are you gonna do?” he asked, not moving toward the house.


“Go back to LA, finish my degree, get a gun, shoot any of you if you come near me ever again. On second thought, I’ll probably get the gun first. One of you is bound to be stupid enough to think you can get me to hug and make up before I graduate.”


“Pete,” he said uncomfortably. “Come stay with me for a few days. Let this calm down and we’ll talk about it.”


“You knew about my piece of shit brother hooking up with my whore girlfriend behind my back?” I asked him pointedly.


“It wasn’t like that,” he said. “It was rough on both of them, keeping you in the dark.”


“I’ll bet,” I said darkly. “It must have been hard on Billy, seeing her pretend to be my girlfriend. Must have made him think that she was cheating on him. I can only imagine what it must have been like for him to have his own brother make out with his girl. What kind of a brother does something like that, right? Fucking whore!”


He looked miserable to be caught in the middle of this. We were his brothers. As much as he wanted to strangle us sometimes, we were supposed to be family. “Alright, so you’re not gonna calm down any time soon,” he admitted. “Just come stay with me. Stay for the summer if you need to, but don’t leave it like this.”


I shrugged. “What’s there to stay for, Mike? You all knew that she was with him at Christmas and you hid it from me. She lied about going away with her parents so that her and Billy-boy could fool around without me getting in the way. Mom covered for them, Dad covered for them, YOU covered for them.”


“Yeah,” he said. “It’s fucked up, but you don’t have anywhere else to go and you don’t have a plan. Stay with me, work for the summer and then go back to LA with some cash and a plan, at least.”


I shook my head. “So that everyone can lay hands on me the next time they want to dump on me. Thanks, no.”


“It won’t be like that,” he promised. “I’ll help you get a job. I promise that I won’t tell Mom or Dad where you are or when you’re going back. I won’t tell them anything.”


I was torn. I didn’t know what to do. I was running on rage and hurt and I wasn’t gonna be able to keep that up indefinitely. I was about to answer him when Billy stormed out of the house. He’d been careful to stay clear of me after I’d dropped Dad, but I guess he was feeling brave now that Mike was there.


“You broke Dad’s nose, Asshole!” he snarled, walking over to us with purpose.


“Go inside, Billy,” Mike told him.


“You gonna pick his side?!!?” he gaped. “He just kicked Dad in the balls and then kicked him in the face when he went down and you’re telling me to go back in the house? You should be holding him down for me to mess him up for what he just did.”


“Just go in the fucking house, Billy!” he snapped. “What did you fucking expect? You should have told him last summer when you started!”


“Last summer?” I said, looking at Mike. I’d been here all summer. That meant ... I shook my head. “And you assholes thought you could talk it out and I’d be okay with it? Tell your mother, she got her wish,” I said. “She always said she wanted a daughter. She just had to trade me in to get one. Hope she’s proud of her.” I looked at Billy. “Don’t you have a whore to keep an eye on? I blinked last summer and she was someone else’s slut. You’ve been out here two minutes. I’d imagine she’s kissing your father’s balls better by now.”


Now it was Billy’s turn to lunge at me. Mike grabbed him and pulled him back toward the house. “Just go inside!” he snarled and shoved Billy in the direction of the front door. “For once in your life, shut your fucking mouth and put your head down. You could at least pretend like it bothered you to snipe his girl out from under him.”


He finally managed to get him to go into the house and came back to talk to me. “You’re not gonna stay, are you?” he asked, taking in the look on my face.


“Last summer,” I repeated. “She was cheating on me with him before I even left, huh? And everyone in the family is cool with it?”


“I wouldn’t exactly say we’re cool with it,” Mike said carefully.


“Good enough that no one warned me at Christmas that it was over,” I pointed out. “Good enough that no one told me before I left so that I could find someone out there,” I added.


He frowned. “I didn’t know until you were in LA,” he told me. “The plan was to tell you at Christmas so you’d have time to cope before you went back, but ... Linda chickened out at the last minute and told you she was going to her grandparents’ place. When you didn’t come back for spring break, that put it off for another couple of months. Mom put her foot down and told Billy that if he didn’t tell you, she would.”


I nodded. “That’s very charitable of her,” I said with a minimum of sarcasm.


He nodded. “I get it. You feel like everyone’s against you. What were we supposed to do though? It’s Billy’s responsibility to tell you that he’s done you up dirty, not mine, not Mom’s and not Dad’s.”


“Maybe not,” I admitted. “Doesn’t change the fact that everyone hid it from me though. As parents, they have a responsibility for making sure their kids face their mistakes. Rather than let Billy take his lumps, he put me in a choke hold and then called me a pussy when I wouldn’t shake Billy’s hand and forgive him.”


“That’s Dad,” he said. “He’s always been a bit of an asshole when it came to Billy. Why do you think I moved out?”


“I really didn’t give it much thought before, but now, I figure it’s so that you could have a girlfriend without someone in the house trying to steal her,” I said bitterly.


He shrugged. “It was because Dad favors Billy. I finally moved out around Halloween. I didn’t make a big deal out of it. I just told them that since I was paying rent here anyway, I might as well just get my own place. The money I was paying Dad for rent was going right into Billy’s pocket and you know what he was spending it on.”


I rolled my eyes at the thought of how many dates Mike had sent Billy on with my girlfriend. “Alright,” I said finally. “I’ll come stay with you for a few days, at least. If one of them shows up to try to talk to me, I’m gone.”


He nodded and clapped me on the shoulder. “Good,” he said, relieved. He picked up one of my suitcases and we got them to the car. I called and canceled my cab and we drove over to his place.


He had a two-bedroom place and there was already a bed made up in the second bedroom. “You were expecting me?” I asked.


“I knew today was gonna be bad,” he admitted. “Between you and me, I think Billy is a miserable little shit for what he did. He’s still got a year before he graduates, but once he does, I’m hoping they throw him out into the real world and he’ll straighten out.”


“He’ll end up with a job working with you,” I predicted. “He’ll keep living at home and they won’t even ask him to buy groceries.”


“Yeah. He’ll end up living there until they die and leave him the house,” he conceded. “I’m actually thinking about getting back into school and looking for a better job so I don’t have to put up with his shit once he starts working.”


I settled in and Mike took a phone call from home. After he was done, he came to talk to me. “Let’s take some pictures of your neck,” he said.


“Why?” I asked.


“Mom said Dad’s furious and talking about pressing charges for you busting his nose. She’s trying to talk him out of it, but he’s ranting about teaching you a lesson.”


I rolled my eyes and we took pictures of my neck which had some signs of swelling. I told him I’d probably have other bruises tomorrow from him grabbing me from behind. I got him to send copies to my phone and then I waited until he was talking on the phone again to copy them to my laptop and save them there too.


Over the next few days, there was an agreement that his charges would be countered with me swearing out a complaint, so the matter stopped there. I still wouldn’t speak to any of them, but Mike passed the word along. Mike also got me a job with a friend of his at a restaurant. It wasn’t glamorous work. I was a dishwasher. The hours were long, the work was hard and the pay was low, but it kept me busy and the restaurant kept me far enough away from the rest of them that I never worried that they’d come in to eat there by chance.


I put most of my money aside except for what I paid Mike for rent and what I ate in groceries. He’d brought home care packages from Mom a few times, but I’d never touch them. I’d microwave a can of soup before I’d eat from her kitchen, the same kitchen that fed Billy. I told him that and he must have passed that along because they stopped after that. I never asked about them and I didn’t have much of a life for him to tell them about, so it all worked out.


I met Mike’s girlfriend and she seemed nice, but I was pretty bitter, so I made myself scarce so they could have time to themselves. I’d put in earbuds and read most nights. I wanted to get a lot of the reading done so that I could fast-track my degree. I was hoping to do enough this year and take summer courses next year so I wouldn’t have to stay for the fourth year.


It was the end of July when I get the visit that would send me back to LA early. My mother was waiting for me when I was through at work. I’d bought a cheap bicycle and was unlocking it when she spoke.


Chapter 2


“Petey, can I talk to you?” she asked, startling me. I had the bike-lock half-raised to use as a weapon before I realized who it was.


“What are you doing here?” I asked warily.


“I came to see how you were doing,” she said tentatively.


“Go home, Mrs. Hamilton,” I said, purposely refusing to call her mother.


“Just talk to me, sweetie!” she begged.


“About what?” I sneered and finished getting my bike ready for the ride home.


“I’m worried about you,” she admitted.


“Really?” I asked sarcastically.


“Yes, really!” she snapped, starting to get upset. “You’re hurt and angry and you don’t understand.”


“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t understand. I don’t understand how you two could stand by while my brother stabbed me in the back and did nothing to stop him or punish him or warn me that it was coming. You felt like you had to take sides and you chose to side with the son that did wrong. I don’t get that. He took the woman I loved and you stood by and let him do it. Then you stood behind him and that took away my mother and father. That left Mike. You know Mike’s about the only person in the world that I trust and he’s the only person that could have told you where I was working.”


“He’s worried too,” she said, pleading. “He sees you getting more bitter and withdrawn all the time. He doesn’t know what to do. You work and sleep. That’s all you do.”


“Because that’s all I have,” I told her.


“You have a family that loves you,” she reminded me.


“That’s touching,” I said dryly. “Does my father still think I’m a pussy or is he satisfied that I manned-up.”


“I’m not here on his behalf,” she said, trying to steer me away from dangerous topics. “I’m here because I don’t want you to leave thinking that there’s nothing here for you to come back to.”


I stared at her blankly. “I’m not coming back,” I told her. “I’ll get my degree and then look for work in LA or somewhere else. Fuck Denver, fuck making up with the family and fuck whatever bullshit fantasy you have of all of us having Thanksgiving together with Billy and his happy whore holding hands and grinning like idiots while your husband carves the turkey and you insist on us saying Grace for some stupid reason.”


“You and Billy are brothers,” she said. “As angry as you are, someday I have faith that you’ll remember that and find it in your heart to forgive him.”


I shook my head. “Not anymore, we’re not. There’s no way. They were fucking around behind my back last summer before I went to college, so it’s not like some bullshit romance story where they both miss the same person and turn to each other for support. Maybe if Billy had cancer and was dying and she abandoned him rather than stick it out, then I MIGHT let him think I forgive him on his death bed. MAYBE.”


She looked sad about that. “I hope that your feelings start to change once you find someone that makes you happy,” she said gently.


“I HAD someone that made me happy!” I said harshly. “If I find someone else that I could ever trust, I’d never let any of you within a hundred miles of her. I wouldn’t worry too much though. The two women I trusted most turned out to be so stunningly good at lying to me that I’ll never trust another one again.”


“I wanted to tell you,” she looked upset. “I finally told Billy that he had to tell you or I would.”


“And instead of telling me, he waited until I came to say hi and deliberately turned and made out with her in front of me,” I told her.


She nodded. “He’s ... He’s still young,” she said tactfully. “He wasn’t very mature about how he reacted, but then neither were you.”


“I tried to walk away. Your douche-bag husband wouldn’t let me leave the room. I can’t get much more mature than trying to leave without causing more of a scene. I understand though. Billy’s your baby. You and your husband always favored him, always loved him more. Mike told me that he got out because he was sick of paying rent and watching the money handed over to Billy right away. How many fantastic dates did you guys send Billy on with Mike’s money?”


She winced at hearing that. “Your brother and Linda are in love,” she said. “Linda didn’t love you. I know you loved her, but she was feeling trapped. You were going away to college.”


“So instead of breaking up with me or, God forbid, sharing her feelings with me, she lied to me for a year while she was cuddled up to my brother,” I finished the though. “Does she sleep in his room now that everything’s out in the open?”


She cringed again, but didn’t answer. I figured that meant she did. “I know it’s a lot to ask,” she said, “but try to see things from the other side of things. You met Mike’s girlfriend, right? What if you fell in love with her?”


“Then I’d slit my throat, to eliminate the temptation to betray my brother like that,” I told her evenly. “I’d never confess that love to her or him or God or myself and if I couldn’t help it, I’d move far away and keep away from her so that I’d never be tempted to act on it.”


“Billy didn’t have that option,” she said gently. “He was only sixteen.”


“Fair enough,” I shrugged. “I don’t particularly care at this point. She’s his problem now and they’re your problem. My only problem is that you tracked me down here. That means you’ll be back, so if you’ll be so kind as to watch my bike for a minute, I need to go tell them I quit.”


She looked stricken at that. “Petey, don’t quit. I ... I just wanted to talk. I won’t bother you here again, I promise. Just talk to me. I’ll come over to Mike’s so that you don’t have to see Billy or Linda. I just don’t want to lose you over this.”


I didn’t answer. I just propped my bike against the wall and went back inside to let them know that I needed to quit. They asked me if I could stay until the end of the week and I agreed to that, since I was scheduled anyway.


When I came back out, she was looking at me with the same look she had when I’d hurt myself on the playground when I was small. “You don’t believe me?” she asked, devastated.


“The currency of promises is trust,” I told her. “When you covered up Billy’s antics, you threw mine away.”


She nodded, getting a feel for how broken things were. “What will you do?” she asked.


“Leave,” I told her. “Maybe I’ll stick it our with Mike for another few weeks, but that’ll be strictly to say goodbye to the city.”


“Will you come back for Christmas?” she pleaded with me.


“No,” I said. “I don’t ever want to see Billy or Linda or your husband again. You want them around for Christmas, so I’ll stay in LA.”


“At least think about it?” she begged. “You might find yourself feeling less anger by the time December rolls around. Maybe once enough time passes, these wounds will heal.”


“Maybe, but after the burns heal, you don’t go back to playing with fire,” I told her and got on my bike. “It was nice talking with you, Mrs. Hamilton, but you’re a married woman. You shouldn’t be seen talking to me alone. My family has a reputation for not having respect for other people’s relationships. You should go home to your family.”


I left her standing there and pedaled off. I had four more shifts at the restaurant and then I was done. I’d made arrangements to get an apartment this year and it would be ready for me when I got there. It was actually mine as of August 1st, so by the time I was done at the restaurant, I could move right in. I needed to get some kitchen stuff and furniture, but I wasn’t too worried about that. I could only sit my ass in one spot at a time and I wasn’t planning on entertaining.


I got back to Mike’s and let myself in. He was seated on the sofa with his girlfriend so I didn’t want to hang around, but I wanted to let him know what happened. “Your mother was waiting for me when I left work tonight,” I told him.


He looked surprised by that. “She was?” he asked. “What did she want?”


“She wants me to be part of the family again,” I said and shrugged.


“How did she find out where you worked?” he asked.


I shrugged again. “I kind of figured she heard from you,” I admitted.


“All I told her was that I’d helped you find a job at a restaurant. She must have figured I’d set you up with Tony since he owns the place,” he said sourly. “What are you gonna do?”


“I put in my notice. He asked me to stay the rest of the week, which I can do. I’ve got my apartment in LA waiting for me. I was planning on going early anyway to get the place set up, so this is only a couple of weeks difference.”


He nodded. “What else did she say?” he asked.


“She wanted me to see it from Billy’s point of view and asked what I’d do if I fell in love with you, Mary,” I told her, drawing her into the conversation for the first time. I’d generally left our conversations to greetings in the past, but I figured she was about to be family so long as Mike kept her away from Billy, so she should be included in the family talks.


“Me?” she asked. “What did you tell her?”


“That I’d kill myself before I’d do that to my brother and that if I couldn’t deny those feelings, I’d move far away to keep from being tempted.”


“But you ARE moving far away,” she pointed out.


“Yeah, but that’s because I’m going to college out there,” I said. “I think she was hoping that I’d see what motivated him and I’d soften my position.”


“Sounds like she’s in for a long wait,” she commented.


I nodded. “Yeah. Mike’s the only family I have left,” I said with a rueful shrug. “The rest of them share some DNA, but they’re not family anymore.”


“That’s really sad,” she complained. “I can’t imagine life without family.”


“It takes some getting used to,” I admitted. “I think I’m gonna turn in though. I don’t wanna bring down your night.”


“Have you decided when you’re leaving?” Mike asked.


“Not yet,” I admitted. “I’ll look up flights tonight and decide.”


He nodded. “Let me know and I’ll take the day off and drive you out.”


“Thanks,” I said appreciatively and moved toward my room, waving goodnight to them both.


I decided on a Friday flight so that Mike would be able to get a long weekend and I booked it with my credit card.


I finished out the week without a repeat visit from my mother, but now I was on the look-out for the rest of the former family members. None of them came though.


Mike and Mary and I spent a little more time together that week and I got to understand what he saw in her. I wasn’t falling in love with her, but I was seeing that she made him happy. Part of me was jealous, not in the sense that I wanted Mary, but more that he was happy and I remembered what it was like to feel that way.


I was packing Thursday night when he came to my door and knocked on the frame. “Hey,” he said when he had my attention. “Got everything?” he asked to start the conversation.


“I think so,” I told him. “There’s a few things in the bathroom, but I’ll get them in the morning before I pack the last few things.”


He nodded and tossed me an envelope. I caught it instinctively and looked at him curiously. “Go ahead and open it,” he nodded.


I did and it was full of money. I looked at him, surprised. “What’s this?”


“Just a little something to help set up your apartment. I also made a list of all the things that I needed when I moved in here that I hadn’t thought to pick up,” he told me. “That’s in there too.”


“Thanks, Mike,” I said, touched that he was willing to help me out this much.


“Don’t thank me too much,” he said with a smirk. “I’m gonna send a bill to Mom and Dad for at least part of it.”


I chuckled at that. “Send them a bill for double,” I told him.


He shrugged. “Most of it is just the money you’ve paid me for rent,” he admitted. “You haven’t caused me any trouble and you help out around the house. I honestly felt guilty about taking your money.”


“I was glad you talked me into staying,” I told him. “If I ever came back to Denver, it’d be to see you, not them.”


“I know,” he said with a strange little smile. “You’re never gonna forgive them, are you?” he asked.


I shrugged. “Linda and Billy? Never. The parents? I don’t know. They sided with Billy when they should have taken him to the woodshed. They fucked me over, put you in the middle of it and all to protect precious Billy.”


He nodded. “Give it some time and then try talking to Mom when you don’t feel quite so pissed off.”


“I’ll think about it. She wants me to come back for Christmas”


“I was thinking about coming to hide out in LA with you,” he admitted.


We laughed about that and he left me to finish packing and get ready for the morning. I heard the doorbell, but didn’t think anything of it, figuring that Mary was coming over for the evening. Mike appeared in the doorway again and he didn’t look happy. “You have a guest,” he told me in a tone that left no doubt that I wasn’t gonna like this visit.


I came out to the living room and Linda was sitting on the sofa, looking around curiously, as if she’d never been here before.


She looked up and our eyes met. “What the fuck do you want?” I demanded angrily.


“I just want to explain!” she said quickly.


“I got the idea when you and Billy were sucking face. Thanks for stopping by to remind me never to come back to Denver. There’s the door.” I turned and walked back down the hall.


“Damn it! Fucking listen!” she shouted angrily.


“If that’s what it takes to get all you people to fuck off, then fine. Explain to your little heart’s content.” I returned to the living room and dropped into a chair, my eyes glittering with hate as I looked at her.


She composed herself and sat on the couch again. “Thanks,” she said, her tone changing.


“Don’t thank me, just say what you need to say with as few words as possible and then get out,” I told her harshly.


She gave me a reproachful look, but took a deep breath. “Petey, we were together for a long time,” she started. “I’d never had a serious boyfriend before. I didn’t know what love was. I know we were saying it every day, but it was just a word. I liked you a lot, but LOVE? I never really felt that heart-skipping love for you that you should feel for someone you’re going to commit to spending the rest of your life with. I started to feel trapped, like I was missing out on an important part of life. After you graduated, I ran into Billy one day and ... we just started talking. It was so much more comfortable and satisfying and fulfilling than my conversations with you. I didn’t plan it, but I won’t call it a mistake. I LOVE Billy. I only liked you.”


I sat and waited for more. “Is that it?” I asked flatly.


“Well, what did you expect?” she snapped sharply.


“I kind of expected that I’d done something that made you hate me,” I admitted. “The way you treated me ... that’s not how you treat someone unless there’s hate. You kept me on a string for a year, knowing I was faithful to you and you let me think you were faithful to me. You turned my parents against me, making them cover up what you were doing. You wrecked my life. I’ll never set foot in the house I grew up in again. Never! I’ll never forgive Billy for this. He was my brother and you drove a stake through the heart of that relationship. When Mike gets married, I can’t even go to his wedding because all of you will be there. If someone did that to you, would you believe for a second that they liked you?” I sneered at her. “So, yeah. I kind of expected more, like maybe I got drunk at a party and said something that got back to you, or someone told you a lie that I’d cheated on you or that I drowned puppies in my spare time or something that would match the shitty way you’ve fucked my life. I’ll probably never come back to Denver again because there’s nothing left for me here, thanks to you. Mike’s still my brother, but he’s part of the family still. Every day that I’m here, puts him in the middle. Nothing you’ve told me is an explanation. Just a lot of bullshit from a spoiled cunt that I’d have been better off not ever talking to.”


I was snarling by the end of that speech, each word infused with all the venom that I could muster. “I think you should go, Linda. You’ve managed to make me hate you more with that explanation. It’s probably for the best that I’m not coming back. I sincerely hope that Billy cheats on you ... and beats you and brings home some disease from one of his OTHER whores and gives it to you. I’d never hit a woman, but I’d also never steal my brother’s girlfriend, so hopefully the two impulses go hand in hand and turns you into a broken shell of a woman.”


She looked horrified at what I’d said. Mike had been lingering in the background. “I tried to tell you this was a bad idea,” he said calmly, stirring a cup of tea as he leaned against the entryway to the kitchen. He didn’t look shocked by either her explanation or my reaction. “You might as well give him the rest of it.”


She looked like she was going to cry, but slid a check across the coffee table to me. I could see my mother’s handwriting on the face of it. “What’s that for?” I asked sharply.


“She said it was to help you in LA this year,” she said faintly.


“I don’t want it,” I told her.


“Take the money,” Mike told me. “You need it and if you don’t take it, she’ll only spend it on Billy.”


“Taking her money would feel like I was letting her tie a string to me,” I told him.


“So cut the string,” he said. “I’ll tell her that you didn’t want to take it because you were suspicious that it came with a hook. You don’t have to talk to her. You don’t have to explain it to her. Just cash it and use it to keep your bills paid. Look at it like this, they owe you this much.”


I shrugged and put the check in my pocket. “I guess. It’ll help recover what I spent on the engagement ring I bought before I came home.”


“You didn’t!” Linda said, upset all over again.


“Yeah,” I told her and got up. “Yeah, I did. We done here? You have more to say?”


She shook her head, still shocked that I’d bought a ring for her.


“Good. Tell your whore-fucking boyfriend that if he’s ever stupid enough to marry you, I’ll sell it to him. He can have it for the $5000 I paid for it and an extra $1000 just because I deserve to get something out of it.” The truth was that I’d gotten the ring from Sajesh, a friend of mine. Sajesh was from India and his uncle sold jewelry. The ring would sell for $5000 retail, but I paid just $1000 for it and I tutor Sajesh for free until he graduates. Not a bad deal considering that he graduates after this year.


She started crying then, tears flowing down her cheeks. I don’t know whether I’d hurt her by calling her a whore, if she was filled with remorse over finding out I’d spent money on our relationship that I could have saved if any of them had been honest with me, if it was just an act to get me to lower my guard or if she was starting to think she might have picked the wrong brother. I didn’t care.


“I’ll leave you and your future sister-in-law alone, Mike,” I said and went back to my room.


I could hear the murmur of voices as they talked for about twenty minutes before she left. I was reading on my tablet when Mike came to see me. “How you doing?” he asked.


I shrugged. “I’d say I feel like I should after a visit from a whore: dirty and glad she’s gone,” I said.


“I tried to tell her it wasn’t gonna go well, but she didn’t believe me. I think they’re both convinced that you’ll stop being angry and you’ll all be friends again.”


“Maybe I will stop being angry someday,” I told him. “I’ll never stop hating them though.”


He nodded and came to sit at the desk we’d put in the room this summer. He turned the chair around so he was facing the bed. “You’ve got pretty good medical through college, right?” he asked.


“Yeah. It’s pretty top-shelf, I guess. I’ve never really needed it.”


“When you get back to LA, use it. Talk to someone about what they did to you. I personally don’t care if you hate them for the rest of your life, but you’re not just holding onto anger, there’s rage in your face when you talk about it. Get it out. At least then you’ll have a shot at finding someone who you can build a life with.”


I shrugged. “Maybe,” I said dismissively.


“Look at it another way then,” he suggested. “It’s a new person to rant about this to. You could use a little time to rehash it with someone new.”


I nodded, thinking that sounded more to my liking. “Alright. I’ll talk to someone,” I said.


“You really had a ring for her?” he asked gently.


I went to my luggage and dug it out, tossing it to him to look at. “Shit!” he said when he opened the box. “That’s a nice ring. “You really paid five grand for it?”


“Just about,” I said. “I paid one in cash and agreed to tutor my friend for the next year. His uncle sells jewelry like that wholesale.”


“You’ll get your money,” he said. “It’ll probably come from Dad, but it amounts to the same thing since he pays for whatever Billy wants.”


I nodded and we turned the conversation away from them for now. Mike took a picture of the ring, saying that he wanted to show it to Mary and then I put it away and we both turned in early. I had to be at the airport early enough to go through security and be there for boarding.


At the airport, Mike gave me a hug and told me to call him regularly. “If you ever need anything,” he said. “Money, advice, whatever. Just call me and I’ll be here for you.”


“Thanks, Mike,” I said. I was a little emotional leaving, but Mike had become my whole family this summer and if was a little wrenching to say goodbye. “Thanks for everything this summer. I’ll ... I’ll come back to see you next summer if you want.”


He knew how much that offer meant, considering that it put me in close contact with everything that had hurt me. He hugged me again and both of us were a little teary-eyed. “Any time, Little Brother,” he said seriously. “Christmas, spring break, summer, you name it.”


I had to go then to get through security before my flight boarded.


I kept my word and talked to a counselor about what had happened. He helped me work through the worst of the rage issues, some of the anger and he gave up on talking me out of my hatred. He cautioned me that I might regret shutting my family out later in life, but I never listened.


I stayed in LA for Christmas and celebrated with a phone call to Mike before he’d be heading over to the house to feast on turkey and all the trimmings. I guessed it would be a little crowded this year, since Mary had moved in with Mike after I left. He laughed about it and told me that I’d gotten him used to sharing the place and it felt too empty after I left.


I finished the year and decided to keep the apartment. I left Mike’s contact information with my landlord and got on the plane, wondering what I’d find when I got back to Denver. Mary met me at the airport. That surprised me.


Chapter 3


“Mike didn’t think you’d want the family to know you were coming,” she explained. “If he took the day off to be here, your father would have known. He didn’t think you’d want to risk the welcoming committee.”


“I would have thought my Christmas presents told them where they stood,” I said. I’d sent a package of particularly nasty Christmas presents home. There was an ice-pack for my father with a note that said it should help with the swelling in his balls and a dildo for my mother, explaining that I was replacing the one I’d damaged. For Billy, I’d gotten a pamphlet on paternity tests and I’d sent Linda a morning after pill.


She laughed at that. “Yeah, that was memorable. I promise to stay on your good side. I don’t want you mad at me.” We went out to her car and chatted more comfortably. “Mike said Tony was interested in having you come back for the summer again if you’re interested,” she told me. “He said you can stop by anytime and he’d put you to work right away.”


“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll probably head down there in the next few days. I’ll have to get a bike for the summer to get around.”


“Mike kept your old one,” she told me. “He got it ready to go last week.”


“Perfect,” I said. “That makes things easier. So how did you like Christmas with the family?”


“It was good. If I hadn’t known the background and hadn’t known about you, it would have looked like a perfect American family. Norman Rockwell couldn’t have done it more proud. I think they were trying to make it extra festive to distract themselves from you not being there. Your mother included you in her prayer when she said Grace.”


“That must have been before the gifts,” I said dryly.


She laughed. “Nope. Everyone else looked like they were ready to kill you, but I think she appreciated the gift you got her. Maybe she appreciates it regularly?” she teased.


“Next year, I’ll dip it in Tabasco sauce before I wrap it,” I promised. I was liking Mary more and more. She laughed at that and shook her head. “I can hardly wait to see what you actually do to them this year. It was hilarious, watching them open the gifts, filled with hope that you’d forgiven them. At first, your dad thought that the ice pack was meant as an apology for the kick, but when the rest of the gifts came out, he started to get pissed off. Your mom uses the ice pack though. She packs it in his lunch when he goes to work.”


I shrugged. “So long as someone’s getting some use out of it,” I said lightly. She hadn’t mentioned Billy and Linda’s reactions, so I didn’t know if they’d just rolled their eyes and moved on or if they’d blown up and she was keeping that part of the conversation from getting out of control.


We got home and I unpacked. The apartment seemed nicer and I noticed that there were a lot of little touches like a couple of pictures on the walls that made it seem less barren. Mary’s touch. I complimented her on the way the apartment looked and she smiled at that.


She was going to work, having just taken a couple of hours off to pick me up, so I was on my own. I had my key, my bike and no plans, so I wrote a note that I was gone to see Tony and went down talk to him about the restaurant.


He put me to work on the spot and asked me how many hours I wanted to work each week. “As many as I can,” I told him. “This is where I make my money to go back to college.”


He nodded and set me a heavy schedule. “I’m still looking for people for the summer,” he explained. “If it’s too much, let me know and we’ll ease back some.”


“No, it’s cool,” I assured him. “I’m only back in town to work and see Mike.”


He nodded and that’s pretty much how summer went. I worked six days a week, hung out with Mike and Mary a little, slept and read.


Mike had asked me to bring the ring I’d bought for Linda and in mid-May, he told me that he had the money for me.


“They finally raised the cash?” I asked, surprised.


“Nope,” he said. “I did. I want it for Mary.”


“You’re gonna propose?” I sat up, taking notice.


He nodded. “Friday night. I’m taking her out to dinner and dancing. I’m nervous as Hell.”


“Relax,” I told him. “She loves you. Besides, you can always threaten her. If she says no, I’ll get her a Christmas present.”


He laughed at that. “She still laughs about that.”


I nodded and passed him the ring. “No charge,” I said.


“No deal,” he said and handed me an envelope.


“Mike, you’re all the family I’ve got. I’m not using the ring. If I can do this for you, let me.”


“Don’t make me hide this in your luggage,” he said firmly. “Take it. You deserve it. I WANT you to have it. I also might just let it slip that I got the ring before Billy. He’s scraping together every dime he can find. I heard he’s up to $3500 and he’s been hounding Dad to loan him the rest before you go back for the summer.”


I nodded. “Then it’s probably better if you told him that I gave it to you,” I said. “That way, he’s not pissed off at you.”


He agreed. “Then this,” he held out the envelope again, “is a gift too. Take it or I’ll be insulted.”


I nodded finally and took the envelope, tucking it away in my luggage for now. We hugged and then I turned in.


Mary said yes. When they went to tell the parents, Billy pitched a fit about hearing that I’d donated the ring. That made me smile. It also earned me a very ardent kiss from my new sister-in-law.


“I didn’t really give him the ring,” I confessed with a guilty smile when she let me go. “I just told him that he shouldn’t tell them that he’d paid me for it.”


“That was still a nice thing to do,” she told me. “You must have been tempted to take the opportunity to piss them off.”


“Oh, I’m sure they were plenty of pissed off when they found out that the ring came from me,” I laughed. “Telling them Mike raised the money would only have made them mad at him.”


Life wasn’t always fun for the three of us. The bathroom was small, crowded and in-demand in the morning. The walls were thin, so I was treated to an audio account of their sex life. For a guy that hadn’t been laid since high school, it was a little like torture. I started taking later shifts at the restaurant so that I’d be there instead of at home when the moaning started. It also helped ease the strain on the bathroom too. They’d get up early and get going and I’d still be in bed. I started working 2PM to 2AM regularly and Tony gave me a raise for taking the night shift off his hands six days a week.


I was making money at an amazing rate, but at the cost of being tired all the time. On my day off, I was sleeping as much as I could and helping out around the house the rest of the time. One thing I’d learned to do out in LA was cook. I was pretty good at it and Tony must have taken notice, because I started finding myself working in the kitchen instead of up to my elbows in greasy dishwater. I learned a lot that summer and earned another raise as I moved into the kitchen full-time. By the time August rolled around, I’d made $15,000 at the restaurant and had another $6000 from Mike. I’d been paying rent while I was there, but I still had nearly twenty grand to my name when I started packing.


I was in pretty good shape to graduate this year if I pushed and I was looking forward to that. I was taking Computer Sciences and I was wondering whether I could get some scholarship money to continue on to grad-school and get a Masters or whether I should move out into the job market and upgrade over time.


This year’s last minute olive branch from the family came from my mother. She showed up with a check similar to the previous year and begged me to let her back into my life. I took the check and shrugged at her plea.


“Truthfully, I really don’t hate you,” I told her. “Billy, I hate. If he needed a kidney and I was a match, I’d set myself on fire so he wouldn’t get it when I died. Linda, I hate. I won’t tell you what I’d do to her if I thought I could get away with it, but it wouldn’t be pretty. Your husband? I’m not sure. I don’t have any respect for him. I don’t have any love for him. He’s no father to me, but I don’t know if I hate him or just have nothing for him but contempt. I think you’re in a slightly better situation than him. I don’t hate you, but I don’t think I love you anymore either. I counted on you to look out for me, especially when I couldn’t look out for myself. I’ll never count on you again and that’s kind of where we are.”


“You have to understand,” she said, deeply troubled by what I’d said. “I was caught between two of my sons.”


I nodded. “I know. And you made the choice. I don’t have to like it, but it’s done and I might be able to count on you in just about every other situation imaginable, but you’ll always choose Billy. In my head, that’s the inescapable truth. So I refuse to ever put myself in the position to need you when Billy might demand something. Since he’s a spoiled little shit, he’s likely to demand Mommy anytime of the day or night, so I refuse to rely on you.”


“It won’t be like this forever,” she said. “Billy needed us. You were in LA on your own and independent.”


“What Billy needed was a beating for some of the shit he pulled. Mike had to bail him out at school more than once and I did too. He was our brother and we stood up for him when he was gonna get killed. Now, I wish we’d stood back and let him take his licks. He might have been a better person if we had.”


“Billy’s graduated now. He’s starting college in a few weeks,” she told me. “He’s talking about moving out and getting a place with Linda.”


I shrugged. “Good for him,” I said flatly. “That’ll make life easier for you. I hope you enjoy the downtime. Look, I have an early flight tomorrow, so I’m gonna turn in. Thanks for stopping by. I’m glad life is going so well for you.”


She looked crestfallen at that. She’d been clearly hoping that I’d take the olive branch and give out hugs and forgiveness. “Are you ... Will you come home for Christmas this year?”


“No,” I said. “This will be Mike and Mary’s first Christmas living together. I’m not gonna insert myself in the middle of that.”


“You could stay with us,” she offered.


I laughed at that. “Nope. If I stayed under your roof, you’d try to patch things up with Billy, Linda and me. Fuck that. I’d rather spend Christmas alone. Not to mention, I have no idea what your husband thinks of all this, but I’ve seen him carry a grudge for years, so I wouldn’t turn my back on him if you paid me.”


“Your father was angry for a long time,” she told me. “It took a lot of me explaining to him how he’d treated you to see that he pushed you to do what you did to him. I think he looks at it now as you standing up for yourself.”


I shrugged. “That’s only one of the issues. I don’t want anything to do with Billy or Linda. I don’t want to sit down and talk it out. I don’t want to shake hands and say ‘Merry Christmas’, I don’t want to sit around the table and pass the potatoes. I just want to be left alone. You got Linda as a daughter. It only cost you a son you weren’t using anyway.”


“Don’t talk like that,” she wailed. “I’d never trade you for Linda. You’re my boy and I love you.”


“Thanks for that,” I said, mostly keeping the sarcasm out of my voice. “The only person in the family that I’ve felt was on my side in all this is Mike. I appreciate you saying that you love me, but Mike and Mary are my only family since that happened. You and your husband sided with Billy and you had to know that I’d never forgive him for taking her.”


She nodded. “We were all furious with him when we found out,” she said. “You were gone to college by then, but they’d been together for months at that point. We talked about grounding him, but we couldn’t ground her. We thought about calling you, but we were worried that telling you would ruin your studies and you’d be out there with no one to help you through it. I thought they were going to tell you at Christmas, but they didn’t. Then you couldn’t come home for spring break and we were all relieved that we wouldn’t have to do that to you then. I made Billy promise to tell you when you came home for summer though.”


“Yeah,” I said darkly. “He decided to show me instead.”


“I grounded him for a month for that,” she said. “I refused to let Linda into the house to see him or let him out for a full month.”


“How awful that must have been for him,” I said flatly. “To have the woman he loves torn away like that. I can only imagine.”


“What else was I supposed to do?!!?” she snapped. “He’s not exactly small enough to spank anymore. I yelled at him every day for a week and then wouldn’t speak to either of them for the rest of the summer.”


“Does he even care?” I asked suddenly. “He ruined my life, destroyed the family and did something so selfish and rotten that no one in their right mind would ever trust him again. Does he feel bad about any of it?”


It was the first time I’d asked about him on any level and it must have taken her by surprise, because she had a great deal of difficulty trying to come up with an answer. “I don’t know,” she admitted finally. “Sometimes your name comes up in conversation and he looks troubled. Other times, he just rolls his eyes and tries to change the subject.”


“Then he probably cares about the consequences to his life, but couldn’t care less about what it did to me,” I supplied. “I wouldn’t count on any Christmas presents I send to be any more loving than last year’s. I’ve been told that of the four I sent, you looked like you appreciated yours most. I suspect Linda’s got used at some point and the ice pack is seeing regular use. Billy’s gift was probably not appreciated as much as the others, but that’s okay.”


She didn’t have an answer to that, so she changed tactics. “I tried to send you something, but it came back,” she told me.


“I don’t live in the dorms anymore,” I told her.


“Oh,” she said. “Where do you live now?”


“I have an apartment,” I told her, but didn’t tell her where.


“You don’t want me to know where it is?” she asked perceptively.


I shrugged. “It’s near school,” I told her. “If you really want the address, I don’t see that being a problem. It’s a little far for any of you to drop in casually.” I wrote down the address and gave it to her. I figured that if they made a nuisance of themselves, I was only there until graduation, then I could move anywhere in the country.


That made her happy enough to make the whole visit a success in her eyes.


“Surprised that you let her know where you were living,” Mike told me after she’d gone.


“If she abuses the information, I can move after graduation,” I said and then really did turn in.


Mike took me to the airport and saw me off. He had another envelope for me, but I shook my head. “I’ve done pretty good this summer,” I told him. “Put that toward the wedding and the honeymoon.”


“Just take it,” he said and put the envelope in my hand with a smile. We had an affectionate goodbye. It was less emotional than last year, but that was understandable. We were both more comfortable with our situation.


The year went well. I called Mike for Christmas, got a card and a check from Mom. She explained that she didn’t know what I could use or even want, so she wanted me to get something nice for myself. I put it in the bank with the rest of them. I’d told Mike that I was planning to graduate this year, but hadn’t shared that with the rest of the family. I didn’t want them at the ceremony, brimming with false pride like they’d done anything to participate in my success. I’d sent presents back for Christmas and this year was like last year. My father got an athletic supporter that boasted “Baby on Board”. Mom had gotten a card instead of a present. In it, I told her that I’d thought about getting her another sex toy, but decided to meet her partway instead and stop antagonizing her. Billy got an assortment of penis-shaped chocolates. Linda’s gift was a stud-finder, with a note telling her that since instinct had failed her, she should turn to technology. Mike had kindly explained what the device was called. I was told that once again, my present to my mother had been appreciated and that everyone else was pissed off. I wondered what happened to the chocolates.


I tutored, like I always did and studied full time. My party time had dwindled from Friday nights, to every second Friday, to once a month as the year wore on. I was well liked on campus. The story of my first year celibacy combined with my second year admission that she’d cheated on me had made me a sympathetic figure. I was something of an oddity, in that I didn’t rush out and bed every woman I could get on top of. A few girls flirted with me during second and third year, but I let them down easy, telling them my breakup was still too fresh. I said something about recovery taking half the length of the relationship and that we’d been together for four years.


That usually worked. I don’t know why, but girls seemed to have that knowing look when I said it like it was a rule they’d heard too even though I was making it up. That continued to make me popular on campus with girls that were uncommonly pretty. I was safe to hang out with.


Graduation came and Mike and Mary came out for it. I’d missed out on funding for grad school, not because of grades, but because there was only so much grant money to go around. I knew I could afford the first year on my own from my bank account. I wasn’t sure about the second year though. I talked to Mike about it and admitted that I wanted the degree, but I needed to save a lot more money to do it.


He told me to let the apartment go for the summer and store my stuff in a storage locker, come back to Denver and work for the summer. Between us, we’d make the money for the second year.


That took a lot of weight off my mind and I thanked him. We were on a plane two days later and back home. The only problem was that I didn’t have a job with Tony this year. He had all the staff he could handle. He said he’d ask around, but didn’t seem hopeful.


Reluctantly, Mike and I agreed to have me start work with him and his father. The money was better, but the work was more physical than I was used to and then there was the matter of my father. He was hard on me. When there was a dirty job to do, I got assigned to it. When someone had to skip lunch, it was me. When someone had to stay late, I didn’t get to go home. When someone on the crew screwed up, I’d get yelled at.


I gritted my teeth and thought about grad school. I wanted this more than anything else in the world, so I put up with my father’s harassment, thinking fond thoughts of caving his head in with a wrench and burying the body in the foundation of the building we were working on.


May faded into June and June turned into July without him letting up on me. I knew he wouldn’t. He’d punish me all summer. Still, I banked a lot of money and I thought that I might be able to afford both years if I could do this again next summer.


Then I showed up one day and Billy was on the crew, giving me a funny smile. I ignored him and kept working. From then on, I had both of them at me. Billy would screw up and I’d get shit for it. Mike saw a couple of times and talked to his father about it, but it never mattered. I kept my head down and continued working, knowing that the countdown was on. I had less than a month of it left when Billy started taunting me, telling the crew how hot his girl was and how she’d dumped some wimp to get with him.


Billy’s not too smart. You say something to the crew and it gets around. Mike heard about Billy running his mouth and came to ask me if it was true.


“He’s trying to get under my skin,” I said quietly. “I’ve only got a few more weeks and then I’m back in LA. Hopefully I can work with Tony next year or find something in computers to get some experience in my field.”


His face hardened when he heard that and over the next few days, I saw him talking to a lot of the guys on the crew. Suddenly, Billy wasn’t as popular as he had been. For that matter, neither was my father. He’d always been well-liked, but whatever Mike had said, the shit had splashed on him too. Guys that laughed about it when I got yelled at didn’t find it funny anymore.


Mid-August, Billy managed to get me hurt. He’d screwed up on the framing he was doing and the whole thing collapsed. I was pinned under it and trapped for a couple of hours while they all worked to get me out safely. I ended up in the hospital for several hours and was diagnosed with several bruised ribs and a nasty gash across my back that took twelve stitches to close.


I was off work for four days. I was miserable and sore and when I went back, I was called into the office. The project manager wanted my account of what happened so I told him that I’d been walking past this section of framing that Billy was supposed to have secured and it came loose and fell on me.


He talked to me about my experience working there this summer and I decided to go for broke. “To be honest, sir, I’ll probably go back to my old job next year if it’s available. My father runs the crew and he’s treated me like dogshit all summer over a personal grudge. I’d rather sling hash back at the restaurant for half the money than put myself through another summer of his crap. He put Billy on the framing job and he screwed up and I could have gotten killed. He screamed loud and hard that he didn’t trust me with a hammer, let alone nails. I don’t trust him to run a crew again. He’s used his authority to push me around all summer and put my brother into jobs that he wasn’t paying attention to. How many other screw-ups has Billy made that we haven’t caught yet?”


He thought about that and nodded. “I fired Billy the next day. He’ll never work for me again. I’ve had seven or eight of the guys out there tell me that you were getting an extra helping of shit from your old man and a couple of them have said they’re not happy with him as foreman after this summer. If you do come back next year, I promise you that you won’t answer to him at all.”


I nodded and shook his hand. He told me to take it easy for the rest of my time there. It was only a few more days, but I think he wanted the rest of my time to be pleasant. I was assigned a broom and told to lean on it for fifteen out of every twenty minutes. Mike came to see me and asked me how the meeting had gone. I told him what I’d said and what I’d been told and he nodded. “Dad might lose the crew over this,” he said. “I don’t think they’d fire him, but he might find himself working on the crew instead of in charge of it.”


I nodded. “I heard some of the other guys said they didn’t want to work for him after this. I said I’d go back to the restaurant rather than risk it.”


He nodded. “I set everyone straight about who it was that Billy stole his girlfriend from. That stopped a lot of the laughing. A few of the guys have been in your shoes. Having your brother do it though, that’s pretty low as far as the guys are concerned.”


I nodded and we separated. I did take it easy, but I kept a lot of the job site swept up. A stray nail can go straight thought a work boot and none of us wanted to limp around for a few weeks while that healed.


I got my last pay, packed up my things and waited for the expected visit from the family to make peace. This year, I never got one. Mike told me that the house was a war-zone. “Mom’s furious with Dad and Billy. They went home and acted like nothing was wrong. Mom didn’t even know until I went over the next night to tear a strip off him and Billy both. She hit the roof. I told Dad that he’d have to suck a lot of cock if he wanted to keep his job. Billy’s been black-balled. He’d have to go out of state to work construction again. He’s still in college, but he doesn’t have a job to fall back on with Dad now.”


I nodded. “Good,” I said. “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with getting help from family. You’ve gotten me work the past three years. I always tried to make sure that I didn’t make you wish you hadn’t recommended me though. Billy seemed like he was there mostly because it was a chance to get back at me for my Christmas presents.”


Mike nodded, agreeing silently. So this year, there was no visit, no check to help me get by and no regrets from me. My tuition was already paid, I’d gotten another unit in the same apartment complex. I told Mike it was okay to give the updated address to Mom. In short, I just needed to rent a truck to move my furniture into the new place.


That year was hard for me. Grad-school is a lot more advanced and I was working in the computer center rather than tutor at this point. The money wasn’t quite so good and the problems were mostly routine, but gave me a lot more time to study. I kept a few of my previous students and tutored them on the side, but mostly, I just focused on getting the best marks possible.


Christmas saw me send the same assortment of gifts. Billy got “The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Home Improvement”, Dad got a book about effective management techniques, Linda got a year’s membership to Ashley Madison. For those that don’t know, that’s the website for married people looking to cheat with other married people. I sent Mom a framed picture of me from my graduation. That one was a little mean. It told her that I’d graduated and that she hadn’t been there, but it was also a way of telling the others that I was doing fine without them.


Mike said Mom had loved the picture and cried, knowing that I’d made it. He also told me that he’d been promoted to foreman and that I’d be working for him next summer. I asked about Dad’s job and he told me that Dad had seen the writing on the wall and had taken a job with a competitor as a foreman. He’d have a lot of trouble getting Billy hired since the tale of my accident had spread, but there was an outside chance.


I’d managed to make good marks, save as much money as possible and put my furniture back in storage at the end of the year. I’d been tempted to save money by taking the bus instead of flying, but the difference in price was less than what I’d spend on snacks and meals during the drive, so I flew.


This year, summer flew by and I enjoyed working on the crew under Mike. It was a pleasure to go to work each day. I helped out around the house, cooked a lot of the evening meals for the three of us and warmed up to Mary even more. She was the sister I’d never had. Often enough, I’d eat by myself because they’d go over to the house for family dinners, but that was okay. I’d take the time to hog the bathroom and soak in the tub. I suffered from tired muscles most of the time and I’d relax in the tub whenever they went out for the evening.


“Mom asked what you’re doing now that you’ve graduated,” Mike told me one night. “I told her you’re still in college getting your Masters. She lost her mind when I told her you were paying for it yourself. She asked how and I told her you’ve been saving most of your money since you started college. Billy and Linda were there, so they know you’re about to be done with grad-school too. Dad doesn’t care. He’s ... You might as well just stop sending him the gag gifts at Christmas. He’s already past the point where he can get more angry. After he opened it, he threw the book away and ranted about it for a long time.”


I shrugged. “I do it mostly to remind them that they’re terrible people,” I said. “Mom’s gift was an actual gift. I might invite her to come out for my graduation this year if she can come without the rest of the zoo animals.”


He nodded. “We’ll be there,” he promised.


Summer went on without any bumps in the road except one. I met someone. Or rather, I ran into someone I went to high school with. Sabrina Pierce had been popular in school, bright, athletic, beautiful and outgoing. She was back from college, like I was and she suggested we get together to catch up sometime.


We had our first date at the end of July. It was just dinner at Tony’s restaurant, since I knew the staff and trusted the food. She’d just graduated with a degree in business and was thinking about whether to go on to get her Masters or go out into the world. She was impressed that I had one more year left on my Masters and I explained that I’d doubled-up on courses when I could. She asked about Linda and I realized that she hadn’t heard.


“We broke up,” I told her softly. “She was cheating on me with my younger brother for my first year at college. I don’t talk to the family much anymore. It sort of became a big production.”


She looked horrified that it had happened and horrified that she’d brought it up. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”


“Relax,” I told her. “I haven’t really talked about it much. It happened a few years back, now so I’m mostly over it. I still hate her and my brother for going behind my back, but I don’t go crazy about it anymore.”


She reached across the table and took my hand, sympathy on her face. “If you ever want to talk about it, I’d be happy to listen,” she said seriously.


I smiled and squeezed her hand. We talked about it a little. I told her I was grateful for Mike and she laughed when I told her about the gifts I’d been giving the family. I felt better than I had in ages and she told me a lot about college in Miami. We talked until well into the evening and then we both admitted that we needed to be up early the next morning. She dropped me off at home and on impulse, I leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I think this is the most fun I’ve had since I left for college,” I confessed. “Can we do this again?”


“I’d like that,” she told me with a smile and then shooed me out of the car so she could go home to bed.


I got a text from her twenty minutes later thanking me for the evening.


Over the next few days, Mike and Mary both commented about how much happier I looked. They looked very pleased and were both supportive. They promised not to tell the folks who, but admitted that they were itching to tell them that I was dating.


“Wait until it’s a little more serious,” I suggested.


“It’s already serious,” Mary told me. “You took two years to warm up to me and this girl has you smiling after one date. It’s nice to see this side of you.”


I agreed. The rest of summer went like that. Sabrina and I were both planning to pay for school out of pocket, so our dates were always cheap, but that meant we were focusing on each other rather than where we were. By the time I was ready to fly back to LA, we’d gone from a kiss on the cheek to serious making-out. I wished she could come with me, but we both promised to stay in touch and planned to spend next summer together.


Chapter 4


I went back to school feeling like a new person. I had my degree paid for. I just had to pass the courses. I got my apartment set up and threw myself into the work. I felt like I was on top of the world. I talked with Sabrina almost daily even if it was just a few minutes on Face-Time. I had daydreams of moving out to Miami for work while she finished her Masters there and the two of us settling down together. It was a good dream.


Christmas came and I sent a single card to Mom. I wished her a Merry Christmas and told her that she was invited to come with Mike and Mary to my graduation at the end of the year. I didn’t bother with the troll gifts this year. I just didn’t acknowledge that they existed. Mike told me later that there was a lot of speculation about what that meant.


The year came and went. Sabrina and I were falling in love, my courses were coming together, graduation was a certainty at this point. I was going to have a great job, I had the love of the most beautiful woman in my high school and my future was going to be worry-free.


Mom, Mike and Mary came out to see me graduate and then I was done. I sold off the minimal furniture I had to one of the other students that was staying for another year and I waved goodbye to LA. I might be back, but it wouldn’t be as a student.


Sabrina and I were both working for the summer and had cemented plans to move in together in Miami in September. It was the happiest I’d ever been. I put off buying a car, planning to get one when I got to Florida instead.


I went back to work for Mike and Sabrina worked at Target for the summer. I thought that made perfect sense. She was always so sunny and friendly that she fit right in with the attitude of the company. She talked about liking the corporate culture at Target and wanting to take that attitude into every job she took.


I was deeply in love with her and told her so as often as she’d let me. She always grinned and giggled a little, like she was surprised and delighted. We were disgustingly affectionate. I met her parents and they were nice. They reminded me of how things had used to be at home for me. I introduced her to Mike and Mary and they loved her.


“NOW can we tell them that you’re dating?” Mary asked one night late in June. “I’ve been bursting to tell them that you’ve got a girlfriend since last summer.”


I laughed and nodded. “You can even tell them who,” I said. “Billy and Linda both know who Sabrina is. They might faint when they realize that we’re dating.”


“I can do better than that,” Mary said with a smirk and showed me her phone. She’d snapped a picture of the two of us sitting together on the sofa. We were too focused on each other to even realize she was taking pictures.


“That’s beautiful,” I said to her, enthused. “Show them that!”


The next night, they were going over for a big family dinner. Billy and Linda were going to be there and I was going to take my regular date with the bathtub while they did their thing.


I was relaxing in bed when they came home and wanted to tell me all about the reactions. Mom had been ecstatic with the news. Dad had grunted something but had claimed that she must be retarded since she didn’t look ugly enough to have to resort to dating me. Billy and Linda had both admitted that she looked familiar, but couldn’t place her until Mary had supplied her name. That made them both gape in shock that I’d started dating her.


We chuckled at their reactions and then we all turned in. Life was normal for all of us. Mike and Mary were in love, Sabrina and I were in love. It was the best summer of my life. It was mid-July when that changed.


Sabrina and I had been out for dinner, followed by a long, hot make-out session. I wanted her in the worst way imaginable and I knew she wanted me too. I’d asked Mike if he minded if she stayed the night and he was cool with it. Tonight, we were planning on christening the bed I’d slept on the past several summers. I’d turned in my seat to look at her, my mind on how beautiful she was. The light had just turned green and she started through the intersection. I watched in horror as the truck bore down on us, plowing through the red light.


“NO!” I screamed and didn’t even have time to reach out to her before it slammed into her door. Everything lurched like someone had picked up the car and shaken it. I could see flying glass and hear screaming and then I hit my head and everything stopped.


I don’t know how long I was out, but when I came to, I could hear sirens in the distance. I was still in the car. “Sabrina!” I gasped and looked for her. When my eyes fell on her, the noise that ripped out of my throat was nothing that sane men should hear.


“Pete...” she mumbled, choking up blood.


I took her hand in both of mine. “I’m here, Baby!” I told her. “Stay with me. Help’s on the way.” She was covered in blood and she was spraying tiny little flecks of it with each coughing breath she took. The truck had hit us hard enough that her door had imploded. I prayed harder than I’ve ever prayed for anything.


“Pete...” she repeated. “I’m scared! Hold my hand!”


“I’ve got you, Baby. I’m here. Just hold on. Help’s coming.” I had her hand in mine and I squeezed it. “You feel that?” I asked. “I’m squeezing your fingers.”


She nodded weakly. “I feel it now. Pete. I love you. I need you to know I do.” She was starting to cry. “I’m so sorry I’m not gonna be around to tell you from now on.”


“No! Nonononono!” I babbled. “Don’t you leave me! You’re gonna make it and we’re going to Miami and we’re gonna be happy there. We’ll get a little place near the beach,” I promised as if pleading with her not to leave me. “I’ll get a job and you’ll go to school and everything will be perfect. You just have to stay awake. Stay with me, honey.”


But she was already gone. I’d had so little time with her and she was dead, trapped with me in her little Honda Civic. I felt her fingers go slack and heard her whisper that she loved me one last time and then she closed her eyes for good.


“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!” I bellowed and wailed in despair. “NOOOO! Wake up, Baby!” I lost all sense of time, shaking her a little as I tried to coax a response out of her. I held her, leaning across the seat to wrap my arms around her and cried. Then the emergency crews were there and trying to get me out of the car. I fought them, trying to stay with Sabrina, but I was hurt too and there were too many of them. They pulled me out so the paramedics could work on her, but a quick look at her and they shook their head. There was no saving her.


I was strapped to a gurney and loaded into an ambulance. I didn’t want to go to the hospital. I wanted to lay down and die right here. I wanted to be with Sabrina. I wanted to hold her forever. I didn’t care if we were buried in the ground. That was where I wanted to be. I got more and more hysterical, the farther away from her we got until they sedated me. I drifted off to sleep and hoped I didn’t wake up again.


But I did wake up. At first, I just surfaced and there was calm. I could hear the distinctive hospital sounds and I was curious about why I was here. I took a deep breath and then I remembered. It hit me with the same force as the truck had and I started bawling in despair all over again. The nurses were there in moments, having heard me or seen the spike in my vitals at the nurse’s station. A needle full of liquid calm was pumped into my IV and after a moment, my cries trailed off to helpless whimpers. “Just let me go to her,” I begged piteously before darkness stole the world.


When I woke again, it was daytime. I opened my eyes and tried to sit up.


“Hey!” came a woman’s voice nearby. “Take it easy!” Mary came to push me back down flat.


“Sabrina!” I said. “She’s...” I trailed off, my face screwed up in grief.


“I know,” she said, crying a little too. “There wasn’t anything you could have done. They say she wasn’t in any pain. She probably didn’t even know it happened.


“NO! She was awake!” I wailed. “She said ... She said ... she was scared!” I broke down into tears again and she held my hand, weeping with me.


There were no words. We wept for the young woman we’d gotten to know and love. After a while, I was calm enough to tell her about Sabrina’s last words. That started us back to weeping though and that’s how we spent most of the day. Tears, broken up by periods of startling calm.


Sabrina’s parents came to see me late in the day. That started us all crying again. I found out that I’d been out for two days. Her funeral was the day after tomorrow.


“I have to be there,” I told Mary. “I need to get out of here.”


I’d been examined by the doctors and had been told that I had bruised ribs, a severe concussion, a sprained wrist and a bruised kidney. He said I was lucky to be alive. I just looked at him like he was stupid. This wasn’t lucky. Lucky would have been dying in that car, being with Sabrina forever. This was the worst thing that had ever happened to me.


They were okay with releasing me in the morning, so long as the concussion didn’t cause me any complications. Mary stayed with me all day, just watching me most of the time, but engaging in conversation when I wanted to talk.


When the police came to take my statement, I asked them what had happened. “Was he drunk? Did his brakes fail? Why did he hit us?”


One of the cops looked at the other and shook his head. “He just wasn’t paying attention,” he said. “He was talking with his girl and just didn’t notice the light change as he approached the intersection.”


I closed my eyes. “So, Sabrina died because he just wasn’t looking where he was going?” I repeated.


“I’m afraid so,” he said sadly. “I’m sorry for your loss, son.”


“What’s his name?” I asked.


“What?” one of the officers asked.


“The guy that killed my girlfriend,” I said. “Who is he?”


“Hamilton,” he told me. “William Hamilton. Any relation?”


I stared at him. “You’re telling me that my brother murdered my girlfriend?” I asked him.


“No one’s calling it murder,” the cop assured me.


“I am!” I snapped.


“Is there something we should know about?” the other cop asked.


Mary jumped in. “Peter’s first serious girlfriend cheated on him with Billy. The two of them are still together. They’ve never repaired their relationship from that. She would have been the girlfriend he was talking to when the accident happened.”


They nodded. “We don’t have any evidence that he knew you were in that car or that he’d planned to hit it,” the first officer told me gently. “Given your history, I can understand your feelings about him, but we need to look at the facts.”


“I understand, officer,” I said dully. Mostly, I understood that Sabrina was dead and Billy was the one that killed her. I understood that no one was going to do a damn thing about it and that they weren’t going to let me go to Sabrina, like I wanted. They weren’t going to punish him, they were no use to me and they were gonna declare it an accident, move on with their paperwork and hit the next case with the same lazy detachment.


“If there’s any other details you can remember, give us a call,” the other officer told me and tried to hand me a card.


“I remember my girlfriend telling me she was scared,” I told them, “and that she was sorry she was going to have to leave me.”


They both looked sympathetic and they left their card on the table. When they left, I just stared at my hands in my lap. “You knew?” I asked.


“I wasn’t keeping it from you,” she said. “I was waiting for you to ask on your own.”


I nodded. “I can’t say I blame you. I wouldn’t have wanted to deliver that piece of news in your shoes either. Mike at work?” I asked.


“Yeah,” she admitted. “He’d have been here, but the doctor wasn’t sure you’d wake up today.”


“It’s okay,” I said. “What are the parents doing about all of this?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” she admitted. “They came to see you when they came to pick Linda and Billy up. They didn’t say much, just wanted to see you.”


I nodded. “I suppose I can understand that,” I said woodenly. In the span of the last few minutes, all the emotion had drained out of me. I felt like a husk. I’d been hollowed out when Linda had betrayed me. I was just starting to put my life back together and then Billy took the woman I loved again.


Mary tried to talk to me a little more, but I barely heard her. I wasn’t even sure if she was speaking to me half the time. Mike came and we talked a little, but my heart wasn’t in it. Yes, I knew that Billy had been behind the wheel. Yes, I spoke to the police. No, I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. They left, with looks that told me they didn’t know how to help, but desperately wanted to.


The next morning, Mary picked me from the hospital and took me to get a new suit for the funeral. The fitting was excruciatingly painful for me and seemed to go on forever, but eventually, I had a suit that fit reasonably well. Mary wanted to take me somewhere to eat after we had my suit. I shrugged. I wasn’t hungry, but I was agreeable enough to go with her.


We sat in the booth and she ordered Chicken Parmesan and I ordered a club sandwich, planning on taking half of it home to put in the fridge. We ate slowly, with Mary doing most of the talking. When she’d exhausted most of the safe topics, she sighed. “How are you feeling?” she asked quietly.


“Numb mostly,” I admitted. “Sometimes it hits me that she’s gone and I’ll never see her smile again, but mostly, I just don’t feel anything right now.”


She nodded. “Just take it one step at a time. I know Sabrina would want you to be happy. That’s not gonna happen overnight, but it’ll come eventually.”


I nodded. “I ... I can’t stay here in Denver,” I told her. “I’ll kill Billy if I stay. I’ll see him at a bar or a store or on the street and I’ll...” I trailed off and shook my head.


“Yeah. Mike and I talked about moving last night,” she admitted. “The family is pretty fractured. Your dad hasn’t been the same to me or Mike since he switched jobs. Billy ... Well, whether he meant it or not, there’s no way to put things back together for the two of you. Your mother is caught in the middle. She loves you and your brother, but this one has her in fits. She can’t condemn Billy for an accident, but at the same time, she knows you have to want his blood.”


“Yeah,” I agreed. “I think I’d want to spend years collecting that blood though. Did you and Mike talk about where you might move to?”


“I have some family in Birmingham that I’m close to. Mike can get another foreman’s job there and we’ll manage. You want to come with us?” she asked gently. “You should be with family while you recover, at least.”


“You’re planning to go that soon?” I asked.


“I think so,” she said. “Mike’s sick about this. He’s been trying to keep the peace this whole time, but last night, I think he chose sides for good.”


“Why last night?” I asked.


“Seeing you laying in bed, looking like you wanted to die,” she told me.


“I do,” I said quietly. “Sabrina’s last words were to apologize that she wasn’t going to be around to tell me that she loved me. All I want is to lay down next to her tomorrow.”


“I know,” she said, reaching across the table and squeezing my hand. “Just promise me that you won’t do anything to make that happen.”


I gave her hand a squeeze and nodded. “I promise. So, I guess we’re going to Birmingham then,” I said lightly. “I should probably get a lawyer and sue the shit out of Billy’s insurance company before we leave.”


She told me that Sabrina’s parents were suing too. We went over to see the same lawyer they were using for their suit and he was frank about his assessment.


“Her parents will make the real money,” he said. “As her boyfriend, you don’t really have much of a claim in the eyes of the law. You’ll get some for the emotional distress of having her die right in front of you, but your settlement will be based on what your injuries are.”


I nodded and asked what the insurance companies usually settled for in cases like this.


“They’ll pay your medical and probably a promise of future medical expenses for a few years in case there’s complications. After that, you’ll probably get somewhere between $30,000 and $50,000. That includes your emotional injuries.”


I nodded in response, resigned to the further indignity that my love for Sabrina didn’t count for anything with anyone except me.


The rest of my time in Denver was brutal. I broke down completely at the funeral. They couldn’t have an open casket, so I didn’t even get to hold her hand one last time. Several of Sabrina’s friends had known we were together and came to hug me, crying along with me.


Mom had come to see me a few days after the funeral and tried to think of something to say, but she couldn’t seem to make the words come. She told me that Billy felt awful about it, but I didn’t even respond to that, pretending like she hadn’t spoken. She went away deeply conflicted about what to do.


I gave my notice to work. Mike had told them that he was leaving and with a few calls, he had a job waiting for him when he arrived. I had a glowing letter of recommendation from Tony and another from my boss at the construction company to add to my resume. I started looking for a job in Birmingham. To my surprise, I found one in the IT department for an insurance company. We packed up the house and made critical decisions on what furniture to take and what to replace when we got there.


In the end, we decided to sell most of the furniture and donate the rest to Goodwill. Mom came by a few times to talk, but there wasn’t much to say. “This is goodbye,” I told her gently. “I’m not ever coming back here. All there is for me in Denver is bad memories. If I pass through the city, it’ll be on my way somewhere else. I’ll stop by Sabrina’s grave, see her parents and then keep going. I’ll always think of her death as murder and if I stay, I’ll avenge her. This is twice that he’s stolen the woman that I love. If I see him again, I’m going to kill him. I don’t care if it’s murder. He deserves it and I won’t hesitate if I see him.”


She nodded and dropped the issue, asking if she could hug me before we said goodbye. I let her, but I didn’t feel any of the comfort that a mother’s hug should bring.


Mike shrugged when she turned to look at him. “Sorry,” he said softly. “I tried not to take sides in this whole thing. Dad should have let Pete kick the shit out of Billy when this all started. He might have gotten his head out of his ass in time to keep from killing a woman.”


“You can’t think he did that on purpose!” she said, shocked.


“No, I don’t think he set out to kill someone,” Mike said carefully. “I think he’s been able to get away without paying attention to what he’s doing for so long that he doesn’t think he should have to. I hope Sabrina’s parents sue him for wrongful death after they’re done with his insurance company. He deserves to have to look at the consequences of his actions.”


She left soon after that and we started getting everything ready. Most of the furniture was already gone, sold to friends and co-workers and a few sold through Craigslist. We had our beds and those were promised to different people for the day we left.


We cleaned the apartment, packed everything except our clothes for the next day and settled down for one last night in Denver. We were taking Mike’s truck and Mary’s car with us. I was going to bounce back and forth between the vehicles to keep both drivers company. We had a pair of walkie-talkies to keep in touch between the two vehicles without resorting to phones.


We drove as far as Topeka that first day before we stopped. We got a hotel room with two beds and crashed as soon as we had something to eat. We were up early and on the road, hoping to make it as far as Memphis before we looked for a place to stay. Traffic was a bit of a pain since we were in mid summer. There was a fair amount of tourist traffic and enough road work to slow us down. We made Memphis, but we were all a little tired and short on patience. We ate in the hotel restaurant and turned in early.


We had an apartment waiting for us when we got to Birmingham and we could have pushed on. It was only a few hours away, but we didn’t have furniture waiting for us, so we were going to be stuck putting things together for several hours before we could sleep.


The next morning, we were on the road early and in our apartment before noon. Mike and I took the truck and went to get beds as a first step while Mary unpacked the car. We didn’t get the most plush beds imaginable, but we got a queen for them and a full size for me. It was the biggest bed I’d ever slept in outside of the hotel beds and it seemed immense. We got them strapped into the bed of the truck and drove back to get them put together. Mine just had a set of metal bed rails on casters. Mike and Mary had gotten an actual bed with a full frame though. I stared working on putting it together while Mike took Mary back to pick out some other furniture.


We worked like that all day. One of us stayed in the apartment working while the others ran errands. Mary and I went for groceries and then Mike and I went to buy electronics for the living room and the bedrooms. I didn’t feel like I needed much, but I ended up with a TV and a PlayStation for the sake of playing movies from disk or Netflix. We had the internet and cable being installed next week, so we were offline for now.


Life fell into a routine. All three of us were working. Our bills were minimal and we were each making good money. Mary was a dental hygienist, Mike was a foreman for a construction company and I was working in IT. We had plenty of money and I put most of my extra cash aside.


Life has a way of knocking me down when I build myself back up though. Trouble started at work this time. I started getting calls at work that didn’t say anything, just a few awkward minutes of hearing someone breathing and then they hung up. It happened a few times a week for a month and then I asked to have the line checked. It came back clean, but the calls persisted. I didn’t give it any thought, but then I was distracted at home too.


Mary was getting sick ... MORNING sick. She took the test and confirmed that we were about to get a fourth member to the family. We celebrated and they decided to get married. It would be a quick and small affair. They didn’t want to wait and plan a big one and they wanted to do it before Mary started to show. So I became Mike’s best man and Mary’s cousin, Constance, was her maid of honor. We had a few friends we’d made in the area and Mary’s family in attendance and Mike sent a picture to Mom and Dad after the fact to let them know and told them why they’d chosen to do it so fast.


That gave them our address and we started getting a veritable flood of mail from Denver. Mom sent us each long letters explaining life there and how she hoped that we were happy in Birmingham. She told us that Billy and Linda were engaged and were planning to get married in the spring. My letter was very tactful in her hope that I would be getting married sometime sooner rather than later.


I held down the fort for a week while they took a honeymoon in the Bahamas. I was proud to say that I didn’t burn the place down, but I did start getting the same calls on the house phone. I finally called the cops and told them that I’d been getting the same phone calls at work. I asked what they could do to track down the source. They didn’t leave me with a lot of faith in police work. They said they could put a trace on the line, but if the calls were only a few seconds long, then there wasn’t much they could do to trace the call.


I sighed and figured that I was going to have to get used to unwanted callers. The next day when I got the same call, I just decided to go with it.


“Look, I don’t know who this is,” I told the person on the other end. “You clearly know me though. So you know that I haven’t had the best time the last few years. Just leave me alone. Haven’t I been through enough? Whatever you want from me, I don’t have anything left to give.”


They hung up after that, but I suspected that I hadn’t heard the last of them. When Mike and Mary came back, they were tanned and happy, but glad to be back. I told them reluctantly about the phone calls at work and at home. They were concerned about it and asked if I’d stepped on any toes at work.


“Not that I know of,” I said. “I can’t think of anyone who’d know my work number and the number here and make calls like that. I mean the contact numbers are on file in HR, but I can’t imagine them calling my phone in the middle of the day to harass me.”


They nodded at that and we tried to put it out of mind since there was nothing that we could do about it. I started to give some thought to moving out soon. With the baby on the way, the apartment wasn’t going to fit the four of us. I kept those plans to myself for the time being and considered the problem for a time closer to Mary’s due date. I wasn’t going to leave them high and dry, but I was starting to think of my room as their nursery. I was going to have to go in time for us to repaint it and set up new furniture for the baby.


Mary was just starting to get close to her launch day when I talked to them about it over dinner. “I’ve started looking for a place of my own,” I told them lightly. “With the baby on the way, you guys are gonna need my bedroom for a nursery.”


“We’re not kicking you out,” Mary said firmly.


“No, you’re not,” I agreed. “I’m leaving on my own. You two are starting a family and I want you to have the chance to do that right. I’ll still be Uncle Pete, but the baby’s going to need her own room.”


They looked relieved about my decision, which told me that they’d been agonizing over how to manage without more room. “I’ll move out at the end of the month if I can find a decent place,” I promised. “I don’t need much. Just a bedroom, bath and kitchen.”


They nodded and both thanked me. I was glad to do it for them. It was time for me to move out on my own anyway.


The calls at work stopped for the most part, but every so often, I wondered about them.


Just before Mary went in, they started again and I didn’t know how to handle it anymore. I’d tried the cops, I’d tried to reason with them directly. Now they were back. I was having other problems at work that needed their own attention. My job was drying up. We were getting pressure to cut costs in every department and IT was looking hard at cutting out some of the full-time positions. It was suggested that they cut hours instead and make IT positions part time. That would cut down on costs since the company wouldn’t have to pay benefits.


I told my boss that if that’s the direction the company was planning to take, I’d like to ask for a recommendation now so I could start looking for something else.


“Times are tough,” he said with an apologetic shrug. “Sometimes we have to take the cuts to make it through.”


“Maybe so,” I said mildly, “but I have a Masters in computer sciences. If I’m gonna be treated like a McDonald’s employee, I’ll go work there. I’m not gonna do the job of an engineer if I’m not gonna get paid for it. I worked my ass off and paid a lot of money for my degree. I deserve better than to get treated like this so the company can make more profit.”


He nodded and by the end of the day, I had a recommendation letter to add to my collection. I started sending out my resume right away. I concentrated around Birmingham, but I also reached out to companies in LA and other parts of the country. I applied for teaching positions in computer science and IT jobs. I looked into web development companies and anywhere I thought I could make a career. I applied for jobs with municipalities and government departments and a number of other places.


Chapter 5


Around that time, my phone calls kept up and I started to suspect that I knew who it was. I could hear a Denver radio station in the background of one call. There were only three people that would call me from Denver and not speak. My mother, Billy and Linda. Mom didn’t listen to the radio, so that left Billy and Linda. I told Mike I was getting calls from one of them and he asked if I was sure.


“I recognized the station from Denver in the background,” I told him. “I didn’t listen to it all that often, but I recognized the station identification they used. One of them is calling me, breathing in my ear and then hanging up.”


He nodded. “What are you gonna do?” he asked.


“Not sure,” I admitted. “Maybe nothing, maybe call them out. How they found me at work, I don’t know.”


“I don’t know about work, but Mom knows our home number. She might have given it to them or they might have gotten it from the caller ID.”


I sighed. “Well, I’m gonna be leaving my job anyway,” I told him. “They’re fucking around with cut-backs and talking about pushing IT down to part time so they don’t have to pay benefits.”


“What are you gonna do?” he asked, surprised that I was having trouble at work.


“I’ve started looking for something else,” I told him. “I told them that if they were gonna treat me like a McDonald’s employee then I wasn’t going to spin my wheels there. I’d flip burgers if I was gonna be paid like that.”


He nodded. “You’re still looking here in Birmingham?” he asked.


“Mostly,” I admitted. “I put in applications at jobs I’d be happy to get at other places around the country.”


“Colorado too?” he asked.


“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “None in Miami either.”


He nodded in understanding. “I hope you get something you love around here,” he said sympathetically.


It was a week later when the company started cutting back on hours. My boss gave me the news and shrugged apologetically. “Not my decision,” he reminded me.


“I know,” I told him. “I’ll print out my resignation and start cleaning up my files.”


“You, uh, don’t need to,” he said uncomfortably. “I’ll show you out.”


I looked at him, not getting what he was saying and I think it came across. “Look, we can’t have you in the computer systems if you’re quitting. There’s too much risk that a disgruntled employee could try to cripple the network. Just gather your things and I’ll walk you out.”


I shrugged and cleaned up my desk. If I wasn’t disgruntled before, I was pissed now. I’d been nothing but hard-working and honest, but now I was being treated like a criminal. It was my first experience with this kind of treatment. Neither of us spoke while I gathered my personal effects and turned in my swipe card for the doors and then I was escorted to a small meeting room where I wrote out my resignation and that was it. There was no handshake, no hope that I’d be back someday, no best wishes. I wasn’t a person here. I was just a help button people pushed when something went wrong. I got a few looks as I was escorted to the door and it felt humiliating, but my father had made me familiar with being humiliated in the workplace. I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong, but this was what the company did to protect themselves from people that WOULD. As much as I didn’t like it, I knew it was in place for a reason.


I packed the single box into the back of my car and drove home. I was early and I knew Mary would have questions. She was on maternity leave now that she was so close to her due date.


She was laying on the sofa, watching TV when I came in. “You’re home early,” she commented. “You feeling okay?”


“I came down with a slight case of unemployed,” I told her.


“What?!!? What happened?”


I told her about the cutbacks and getting escorted out when I mentioned resigning. I shrugged and explained why those policies are there. That calmed her down some, but she was still angry that they’d treat me like that.


“Honey, you should buy a lottery ticket,” she said sympathetically. “If anyone deserves to win big, it’s you.” She hugged me and I nodded silently. Everything that happened the past few years had been piling up. I must have been a terrible person in another life to owe this much karma.


I went to my room before I got too emotional and turned on some music. I did that a lot when I felt like I needed to cry. I still missed Sabrina so much that the feeling was like a knife in my chest all the time. Sometimes I could hold it in and sometimes I couldn’t. I think they knew what it meant when I turned on music and closed my door, but they were sensitive enough to never mention it.


I curled up on the bed and wept. I ached to hear her voice, to see her smile. “Just let me go to her!” I whispered a prayer to God. I begged Him for that every day, but rarely out loud. It was the same words I’d used to plead with the nurses the first time I woke up in a world without her. We’d been gone from Denver for nearly a year now and it still hurt as much today as it had when her hand had stopped squeezing mine.


It took most of the day, but I slowly pulled myself together and started looking for jobs with more determination. I sent out letters to anyone and everyone I could think of and a few people that I didn’t think would even read the attached qualifications. I skipped lunch and didn’t open the door or turn off the music until Mike tapped on the door softly, telling me that dinner was ready.


That made me feel ashamed all over again. I’d been trying to do most of the cooking lately to take the strain off of Mary and today, when I’d had the whole day to plan something special for the three of us, I dropped the ball and left her to do it.


I needn’t have worried. She’d called Mike and told him to bring dinner home. There’s one huge advantage to living in the South. There’s no end to fantastic barbecue restaurants. I sat down and apologized for not handling dinner.


“You do that enough,” Mike told me. “Mary told me you had a bad day at work.”


I nodded and we ate in relative quiet. I was wrapped in my own thoughts and not really up to talking. “Peter,” Mary said toward the end of the meal. “We’re worried about you, honey. You’ve had a lot of bad things happen. Have you thought about talking to someone about it?”


I shook my head. “I saw someone after what happened with Linda, but all he could do was get me to the point where I wasn’t going to kill them for that.”


“You should give it some thought,” she told me. “Losing your job today must have been one thing too many to cope with.”


I shrugged. “I’ll think about it,” I conceded. “Once I’m back to work and have coverage for it, we’ll see how I feel.”


The phone rang then, interrupting the discussion and I got up to answer it, glad of the distraction and hoping it was someone calling about a job. There was only breathing on the other end of the phone. The job, the grief, the stress of finding a new one and a new place boiled over.


“WHAT DO YOU WANT?!!?” I bellowed into the phone, my face starting to turn red. “LEAVE ME THE FUCK ALONE! I’M ALREADY MISERABLE! IS THAT WHAT YOU WANTED?!!? YOU WANT ME TO FEEL DEAD INSIDE?!!? I DO! ARE YOU HAPPY NOW?!!?”


I wasn’t aware I was screaming and crying and I didn’t even feel it when Mary plucked the phone out of my hand. “Hello? Whoever this is, please stop calling him. He had to watch the woman he loved die in his arms. Whatever you think he’s done to hurt you, he’s suffering more than he can cope with. Calling to taunt him is more cruel than anything he could have done to you. So, please, leave him alone.”


She hung up the phone and the two of them picked me up from where I’d slid down the wall. They put me back to bed and came to check on me through the evening until I drifted off into a fitful sleep plagued by the dreams where I was back in the car with Sabrina. Those dreams came all too often and that moment before the light turned green was the last time I was happy.


I woke up suddenly, aware of the room around me as sleep vanished like a popped bubble. I opened my eyes in the dark and saw that it was six in the morning. I started working on my emails right away, trying to find work. I needed it to keep me busy. I was starting to broaden my search and was even thinking of how much money I had put aside to see if I could go back to college for a teaching degree or even my PhD.


Dawn bloomed while I worked and Mary and Mike started their day. Mike came to check on me before he got in the shower. “I’m fine,” I lied when he came to the door. “I’m doing better than last night.” That part was true enough.


He nodded and went away, but I suspected that wasn’t going to be the last I heard about it. I left my room and started breakfast. I made his first, thinking that he’d need to get out the door and the smell would attract Mary from her slumber, but with enough delay so that I could start hers separately. She’d embraced the cravings that came with pregnancy and her mornings were the worst usually. I had a stack of pancakes just ready to go when Mike came out to pour his coffee.


“Thanks, Little Brother,” he said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


“Nah, I got this,” I told him. “I’ve got some time on my hands. Might as well be useful.”


He nodded and started to eat while I made his lunch for him. Usually Mary did this part, but I was feeling like I needed to keep busy today.


He watched me pack his lunch without any comments and then go back to making breakfast. I took the bowl of pancake batter and mixed in a handful of chocolate chips, some raspberries and then shook in generous helpings of curry and cayenne, mixing it up to make Mary’s pancakes.


Mike shook his head as he watched. “You’re gonna eat that?” he asked, surprised.


“It’s for Mary,” I told him. “She’ll love it ... I think.”


He laughed at that and finished his breakfast. “You gonna be okay today?” he asked.


I nodded. “I’m working on the job search, so that’ll take a lot of the day.”


He sighed and wanted to say more, but it was time to go to work for him. He picked up his lunch and then clapped me on the shoulder. “Normally, I thank Mary for packing my lunch with a belly rub,” he said. “I think you might slug me if I tried that.”


“Probably,” I said, with a small chuckle. “See you tonight.”


He said goodbye and then he was out the door. Mary showed up a few minutes later, her hair still sticking up from bed. “Coffee!” she demanded.


“It’s bad for the baby,” I reminded her. “I’ll make you some tea instead.”


“No, today I want a cup of coffee,” she said and waddled over to the pot to pour a half a cup. She added a splash of hot water to dilute it a little and then added sugar and cream before she came to look over my shoulder. “That smells Heavenly!” she practically drooled.


“Good,” I said. “It’s for you.” I got her stack together and she sat at the table, digging in appreciatively. “This is just what I need to start the day!” she told me with a groan.


I smiled and took a cup of coffee for myself and joined her at the table. “Sorry for last night,” I told her. “I’ve been getting those calls for a while now. Last night it was just more than I could handle.”


She nodded and put down her fork for a moment. “I know, honey,” she said. “Mike let me know last night. You really think it’s Billy or Linda?”


“It’s someone in Denver,” I said. “It’s not the lawyer, it’s not Sabrina’s parents and it’s not Mom. They’d all talk to me. Dad would tell me I was a disappointment and I should be over it by now. I’m not in contact with anyone else. They’re the last two people I even know from Denver.”


“Why do you think they’re doing it?” she asked, picking her fork up and starting to eat again.


“Probably to gloat,” I said. “They own my future, right? Every time I start to move on, they come back and take everything from me. First, Billy nearly kills me at a job site and then he makes me watch Sabrina die. Now the phone calls. I can’t move forward if I’m looking over my shoulder. I should have killed them when I had the chance. I might have gotten manslaughter instead of murder. With time off, I’d be out by now.”


She frowned at the idea that they were doing this to keep me from recovering. “If I find out that’s what they’re doing,” she said dangerously, “they’ll answer to me. I’m not as forgiving as you are.”


I nodded. “I can’t think of another person or another reason for the calls.”


She let the subject drop, but I could tell from her face that she was plotting something. That lasted until mid-afternoon. She was in the bathroom when she called out for me. “My water just broke, honey!” she told me. “Get my bag and call Mike! I’m just taking a minute to clean up and then we can go.”


I did what I was told, like a good soldier and Mike said he’d meet us at the hospital. Mary opened the bathroom door and we were on our way as soon as she could slip her shoes on. Mary called her cousin from the car and told her that she was having the baby. That let the rest of the family know what was going on. Mary had a big extended family here in Alabama.


We got to the hospital and they took her in to maternity. She had a death grip on my hand and dragged me along. She was having contractions and trying to crush my hand with each one. I held on as hard as she did, knowing that I could only try to be encouraging and supportive. She was a champ. By the time Mike got to the hospital, I was sure my hand was broken. I let him take my place and went out to the waiting room for the news.


Mary’s family started to filter in and I told them what I knew. I got some hugs from some of the women and handshakes from the men that made me wince a little after Mary’s grip. Once everyone was there and informed, it was hurry up and wait. I talked with everyone quietly and we all got along. Family was the next thing to God here in the South. They all knew the story of how Mike and I were on the outs with our folks and they were quick to adopt both of us.


It was a little after midnight when Mike came out to let us know. “She’s okay,” he said, his eyes brimming with tears.


“What did she have?” someone asked. “A boy or a girl?”


“One of each,” he told them. “She had twins.” He came and hugged me. “You need to come and see them,” he told me. “Everyone will, but you first.”


I nodded and let him lead me into the room where Mary was holding the twins. Her gown was pulled down so she could nurse them and they were each latched to a breast contentedly. They’d been cleaned up and so had she. She looked radiant and drained at the same time. “Congratulations, Mommy,” I whispered to her with a teary smile which she returned.


“Peter,” she said softly. “I’d like you to meet your nephew, Peter Elliot Hamilton, the second,” she said, nodding the the bundle that was nursing on her right side.


“You named your son after me?” I gasped, looking back and forth between the two of them. I was overwhelmed. “But what about your grandfather?” They’d been planning to name him after her grandfather if it had been a boy.


“When we found out it was twins, this was what we decided,” Mike said softly. “Let me introduce you to your niece, Sabrina Abigail Hamilton.”


“Sabrina,” I whispered, looking at the little girl. We’d always be together this way. She’d always be part of our family. I wept with gratitude and grief and loss. I wished she could be here to see the little girl who bore her name.


I hugged Mike and cried for a long time before I could go to Mary. I hugged her awkwardly and then gently touched the babies’ heads affectionately. I was promised that I could hold the babies in the morning, but we wanted to give the rest of the family time to meet their new additions. I went outside and sat on a bench to take in the night air. I was a little calmer now and decided I needed to make a call.


“Hello?” Mrs. Pierce answered the phone.


“Hi, Mrs. Pierce,” I said. “It’s Peter. I’m sorry to call so late, but I have a piece of news to share and I didn’t want to wait until morning.”


“Peter!” she said. “How are you? You sound upset. Is everything okay?”


“I’m ... I’m managing. I miss her every day, same as you do. That’s why I’m calling. You remember my brother, Mike, and his fiance, Mary?”


“Yes, they were at the service with you,” she confirmed.


“They’re married now and Mary just gave birth. She had a boy and a girl. I wanted you to know they named the twins after me and Sabrina.”


“They what?” she asked me to repeat it.


“They named their daughter Sabrina Abigail,” I told her. “They loved Sabrina too.”


She was weeping on the other end of the phone and repeated what I’d told her for her husband. That got the three of us crying together. I’d kept in touch with them over this past year, but this was the first time either of us had truly good news to share. I promised to send pictures when I could take some and they asked if Mike or Mary would mind them coming down to see the babies.


“I’ll ask, but I think they’d be disappointed if you didn’t,” I said. We talked a little more and then said goodnight.


When I went back inside, Mike was still playing host, so I talked with a few of the family there. They finally called a halt to the visitors so Mary could rest and then Mike and I went home. I had a crib already set up in my room and Mike revealed that they had a second one. I started working on putting it together right away so we could bring them home. I just put it together in my room, working happily to be able to welcome the twins home when they could be released.


Mike watched me for a little bit and I looked up at him and smiled. My eyes were still running. “Thank you for that,” I told him. “I can’t tell you what it means to me.”


“I know,” he said. “We both know it’s been eating at you. I know it’s not the same, but, she’s been with us this past year in spirit.”


I nodded. “I called her parents and let them know,” I told him.


“How’d they take the news?” he asked.


“They want to come see the kids. They were touched at knowing that you made her part of our family.”


He nodded. “Tell them they’re welcome to come visit,” he said softly. “We’d like them to meet Sabrina.”


I nodded and we finished the second crib together, setting it up in my room.


“You sure you’re okay with having them in here?” he asked.


“Positive,” I said. “I want to help out as much as I can, especially while Mary’s recovering.”


He nodded. “You still planning on sticking around Birmingham?”


“I’d like to,” I said. “I’m not getting any hits around here though. I could move to Alaska tomorrow to do IT work in the frozen North, but that’s too far,”


He nodded and told me that he hoped I’d find something close. Then we turned in so we could get to the hospital early the next day.


Over the next few weeks, there was a lot of attention coming and going. Mary and Mike had been forced to explain why the name change and I hadn’t told the story before, so there was a fresh round of sympathy. Sabrina’s parents flew down for a few days and doted over the children like they were new grandparents. Mike and Mary told them that they could consider themselves hired for the job if they wanted it and that cemented them as part of the family.


I was sleeping with the kids in my room when I had the dream again. It was the first time since the babies had come and I whimpered as I recognized it.


It started like the others. The light turned green and the headlights hurled toward us, but this time the dream changed. I was standing in my room, the twins asleep in their cribs, but there she was, standing between them, looking down at our namesakes. Each of the twins had one of her fingers squeezed in their tiny fists as she looked at them.


“They’re beautiful!” she said, looking at me over her shoulder. She was smiling and my heart broke all over again.


“I miss you so much!” I told her and stepped toward her.


She looked anguished and nodded, gently pulling her fingers loose and turning toward me. “I know. I see you cry and I’m sorry I’m not here with you.”


“No!” I argued. “I’m sorry. I wanted to go with you. I still want to be with you. I want to go to you all the time.”


“I know,” she told me. “You have to let go. You still have things to do. My time with you was amazing and I love you, but you have to live. Be happy and build a life.”


“The only life I wanted was with you,” I said.


“That’s not true,” she laughed lightly, the sound knifing through my soul as it tore open the memories of the laughter we’d shared. “You wanted other lives before you met me,” she pointed out. “Pick one. Live it and make it good.”


I shook my head. “The only other life I wanted was Linda and you know how that ended.”


“You’ll meet someone new,” she predicted. “When you do, I’ll be cheering for you. I have to go now. I just wanted to see the little ones and let you know I’m okay. Come see me when you’re in Denver next. We’ll talk more then.”


“Don’t go!” I begged her. “I don’t want to lose you again.”


“You’re not losing me,” she promised. “I’m just watching over your shoulder for now.”


I tried to hold on as the dream faded, but the harder I tried, the faster I woke up. I stared at the cribs where she’d been standing and wept. Sleep was a long time coming after that, though the dream didn’t repeat.


I woke up when Mary came to check on the kids. “It’s only me,” she said soothingly when I started out of sleep. I fell back onto my pillow with a groan.


“What time is it?” I asked. I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. My head hurt, my eyes burned, my sinuses were clogged and my throat felt like I’d rubbed rock salt into it.


“Early,” she told me. “Mike should be getting up for work soon. Why don’t you go back to sleep? I can handle breakfast today.”


“No, I’m okay,” I said and started to get up.


“Like Hell you are,” she said. “I know you dreamed about her last night.”


“How...”


“Baby monitor,” she told me. “You were talking in your sleep. It sounded like a bad one. I didn’t wake Mike, but I heard you crying for a long time afterwards.”


“I dreamed that she came to see the kids,” I said, embarrassed beyond words that she’d heard me.


She nodded. “And to say goodbye,” she prompted me gently.


“She told me to live, to stop wanting to ... be with her.” I was starting to cry again. It was the first time I’d broken down in front of her in ages.


She put Petey back down in his crib and came to sit with me, putting an arm around my shoulder and weeping with me while I cried. “I think that’s good advice,” she told me when we’d both calmed down. “It’s been a year since she was taken from us. What happened was terrible and it’s worse because you had to see it, but you can’t stop living, Pete. Mike and I want you to find someone. I know that you want to stay here for the kids, but we’ve got this. Take one of the jobs you’ve been thinking about. Get out on your own. Meet a girl. Meet two. Meet a whole bunch. Let Mike live vicariously through you for a change. I know you’ve had to listen to enough of our nighttime antics to scar you for life. Let him get a taste of single life from your high jinks.”


I shrugged. “I can’t just turn it off,” I told her. “If I could, I would have flipped the switch on Linda before I left the house that day.”


She nodded. “I didn’t say it had to happen overnight,” she pointed out. “Just remember how you got over Linda. It was gradual, but eventually you could talk about it without getting upset and then you got to the point where you really didn’t talk about it because it didn’t matter.”


I nodded. I knew what she was saying. “I guess,” I allowed.


“Believe it or not, I think that dream was a good thing,” she said and kissed my cheek before getting up to get Sabrina.


“How so?”


“Well, there’s two possibilities,” she said. “Either Sabrina’s spirit really IS reaching out to you and telling you that it’s time for you to turn toward the future or it’s your subconscious mind telling you that you’re ready to stop mourning. Either way, it’s good. If it’s Sabrina, then she’s probably the only person that could convince you to let go. If it’s your mind, then it means that you’re healing on your own. Both of those possibilities mean that you’re ready to move on and stop living in that last terrible moment.”


I nodded. I think I preferred the idea that this was Sabrina’s idea. Mike started making noise at that point, telling us that he was up, so we let the topic drop. I changed Petey while she got Sabrina ready to face the day. Mike came to the door and I passed him his son so he could say hello. He took Petey, but he gave me a searching look that I returned with question in my eyes.


“Baby monitor,” he said. He’d heard everything we’d talked about.


“Oh,” I said, embarrassed all over again.


“It’s okay,” he said. “I agree. It’s time for you to make a future for yourself. Petey and Sabrina need cousins eventually.”


I shrugged. It seemed to be what everyone wanted. I just needed a special appearance from Sabrina’s parents to tell me the same and a phone call from my old counselor.


“I’ll ... I’ll work on it,” I promised them all.


The next few weeks saw me intensify my job search. I finally found a company in Austin that was interested. They were building high-tech homes and needed a computer expert to install computer cable in the walls in phase one, then integrate the systems in phase two and get the in-house automation ready for new owners in phase three.


I said goodbye to my brother, his wife and our little angels and hit the road in the brand new Silverado that I’d bought specifically because of the job.


Chapter 6


I found that I liked the work. We were building the development in three different stages, getting a hundred homes ready for sale in each stage. I was replacing a guy who’d quit to take on an office job in Dallas with an oil company.


Dave, my boss, was grateful to have someone that knew how to handle themselves at a job site and soon we were moving smoothly, getting stage one to market.





That was a year ago. Today, I’d heard the voice of Sabrina’s killer for the first time in years. I went home and parked my truck in my spot in the driveway. I’d rented a small apartment from Mrs. Sanchez as soon as I’d gotten in to town. I’d asked for recommendations for places to call home from my boss and her name had been at the top of the list. She was in her forties, widowed and took in students to help pay the bills. She had four bedrooms in the house and an apartment that had once been her husband’s man-cave over the garage.


I took the apartment, but provided unofficial security and tech support for her and she’d been good to me in return, looking after the apartment when I’d driven to Birmingham for the holidays and making sure I was getting a home cooked meal a few times a week.


Today I went to the house and knocked on the front door. She came out and smiled when she saw me. “Mrs. Sanchez, has anyone called here looking for me in the last few days?” I asked.


She nodded. “Your brother said he needed to find you this morning,” she told me. “It sounded urgent, so I gave him the work number. Is everything okay?”


“Not really,” I said. “I actually have two brothers. The one that called today is not welcome with me. He knows that. He tricked you into giving him my work number. Don’t feel bad about it. Once upon a time, he tricked me too. That’s why he’s not allowed to be part of my life anymore. Was he the only one that’s been looking for me?”


“Your sister arrived here about an hour ago,” she told me, starting to look alarmed that she may have done something wrong.


I nodded. I KNEW that Mary hadn’t been to Austin. The kids were too young for a trip that long. “Okay, thank you, Mrs. Sanchez. Did she say when she’d be back?”


“She asked ... She wanted to know if she could wait in your apartment. I let her in. That’s her car parked at the street. Should I go get rid of her?”


“I’ll handle it,” I said. “In the future, if someone comes looking for me, call me instead of giving them the number, please. “The brother that called today ... he killed someone I loved very much in a car crash. There’s no forgiveness for him and it upsets me to hear from him.”


“I’m so sorry!” she said. “Tell me what I can do to fix it.”


“I may want you to come with me when I go to see who’s in my apartment. It’s not my sister. She’s in Alabama with her children. I don’t think I want to have this conversation without a witness.”


“Okay,” she said and started putting her shoes on. While she did that, I went to look at the car, confirming that the plates were from Colorado. Damn. I’d had hope that it was someone I’d want to see.


I collected Mrs. Sanchez and we went back to my apartment. I unlocked the door and we went up the stairs to find my least favorite person in the world waiting for me.


“You drove a long way,” I commented and then went to get a beer. I didn’t want to be drunk for this conversation, but I had to have something to steady my nerves.


“I know what you must be thinking,” Linda admitted. “I guess I can’t blame you.”


“Lady, you have no idea what I’m thinking,” I told her. I was actually thinking about packing the truck and driving off into the sunset. At least none of them had ever contacted me in LA. I could probably get some work doing computer work for a porn company, hook up with some of the talent and spend my free time on the beach. It was pathetic that Linda was the last person I’d had sex with. Sabrina and I were planning to spend that night together, but Billy made sure to put an end to my sex life again.


“If I were you, I’d be thinking about hitting me,” she said.


“That’s a tempting offer,” I admitted, I got Mrs. Sanchez a beer that she took gratefully, if for no other reason than for the distraction. “I think if I took you up on it, I’d have trouble stopping. I get the feeling that hitting you would be addictive. That’s not what I was thinking though.”


She nodded even though she blanched at my declaration that I wouldn’t want to stop hitting her. “So what were you thinking?” she asked.


“I was thinking about going back to the one place I was free of you and my brother,” I told her. “You tracked me down in Birmingham. The calls were from you, weren’t they?”


She winced and nodded. “It wasn’t meant to hurt you!” she said.


“I remember you telling me that about your choices in life once before,” I said dryly. “Alright, I’m done playing guessing games. Why are you here and why is Billy calling me at work?”


“He tracked you down?” she asked, sounding surprised. “I didn’t think he’d be able to find you.”


“Well, you must have left a clue behind,” I told her. “He called Mrs. Sanchez and tricked her into giving him my work number. Sort of like how you talked her into letting you into my apartment.”


She nodded guiltily. “I’m sorry about that,” she said.


“It’s funny how you’re always sorry, but you never stop doing things to make it worse,” I pointed out and then sighed. “Alright. What’s on your mind. You clearly came down here for a reason. It’s a little far to pop in just to say hello.”


She nodded, but glanced at Mrs. Sanchez uncomfortably. “Well, first off, I wanted to tell you how sorry I was that Sabrina died. Mary showed us the pictures of the two of you. I was very glad you were happy. When the accident happened, we had no idea that it was you in the other car. When I heard that she’d been killed and that you were in the car with her, my heart broke for you. I’d been so hopeful that she’d make you happy and then in an instant, it was all taken away.”


I nodded and took a pull on my beer. I hadn’t offered her one, but then, she was going to have to drive home from here. “Thank you for your sympathies,” I said flatly. I wasn’t sarcastic about it, but I still had nightmares about it. It was the most awful day of my life.


She gave me an anguished look. “I know you don’t believe me,” she said sadly, “but I mean it.”


“I know you do,” I told her. “I’m not being sarcastic. I just see that night in my dreams all too often. You know she was awake before the end?” She gaped at me in horror and shook her head. “She apologized to me. She said she loved me and she was sorry that she wasn’t going to be around to say it. She told me she was scared, but her last thoughts were that regret that she was leaving me alone.”


I’d gotten to the point where I could talk about this and not cry. It still broke my heart to think about that night, but I didn’t think that would ever change.


“I didn’t know,” she whispered.


“Yeah, no reason you should. After the accident, Mike decided he’d had enough of Billy tearing chunks out of my flesh. After he almost killed me at work and then after he killed Sabrina, we got out, but you wouldn’t stop following me. I don’t know how you tracked me down, but the phone calls where you just breathed were making it worse.”


She nodded. “I was calling to try to tell you how sorry I was about Sabrina,” she said. “Every time I’d hear your voice though, I’d panic. What could I say that would make it better? I’d freeze up every time. When you asked me to stop, I berated myself for a month for upsetting you. Then when you screamed at me and Mary took the phone, I knew I couldn’t do it by phone.”


“So you drove all the way down here to tell me that you’re sorry about Sabrina?” I asked, sure that I was missing something.


“Not just that,” she said, looking down. “Billy and I are married now and I’m pregnant. I wanted to talk to you about the baby. If it’s a girl, I was planning on naming her Sabrina if you’re okay with that.”


I shook my head. “Mike and Mary named their daughter after her already,” I told her.


“They had a baby?” she gaped.


“They had twins,” I told her. “A little girl named Sabrina and a little boy named Peter. They loved Sabrina too. Everyone who knew her did.”


She looked crestfallen. This had been her last best hope to reach out to me. “That must have made you very happy,” she said softly.


“It made Sabrina’s parents happy too. They’ve been down to visit at least three times since the twins were born.”


She nodded. “Your mother would probably like the chance to see them,” she suggested.


“That’s not my decision,” I told her. “I never asked Mike to cut her off. For that matter, I never asked them to cut you and Billy off. Mike decided that what happened that night was too much for him to gloss over.”


She nodded. “Your mother said that it had made the three of you decide to move away,” she said. “I tracked you down through a friend. She’s in computers, like you, but her specialty is online security. She found out that you were in Birmingham and then she said it was easy to find your work and home numbers.”


I shrugged. “Took you a little longer to find me here,” I commented.


“Yeah,” she agreed. “You didn’t get an apartment in your name. She tracked you down through your truck. That took a little longer, I guess.”


“So you wanted to tell me that you were sorry about Sabrina and ask my blessing to name your daughter after her. Anything else on your mind?”


“Can we just ... catch up for a little while, Petey?” she asked.


I thought about that for a long moment and finally nodded. “Alright,” I said. I turned toward Mrs. Sanchez. “I won’t keep you any later, Mrs. Sanchez. Thanks for coming to make sure everything was okay. I think we’ll be okay now.”


She nodded and knocked back the rest of her beer. “I should start dinner anyway,” she said. “Will you two be joining us?”


“Not tonight, I don’t think,” I said judiciously. “I think we’ll order delivery. Could you send them back to us if they come to the door.”


“Sure,” she said and disappeared down the stairs.


As soon as she did, I took out my phone and started the recording app, setting it up to record to the Cloud. “Linda, I feel the need to record the rest of our conversation, since Mrs. Sanchez just left,” I told her. “I admit that there’s almost no chance that you came here to cause me trouble, but you’re a married woman and it’s reasonable for Billy to think that I’d do just about anything to get back at him, so I need to protect myself. You understand?”


“Yes,” she said. “I think that’s probably a good idea. I would never cheat on Billy, but he might think I would be tempted to try to apologize to you physically.”


I nodded and plugged the phone in so that it wouldn’t die while we were talking. We agreed on pizza and I used my house phone to order it before we settled in to talk. She was sitting on the sofa, so I took the chair. It was where I sat most of the time anyway.


“I don’t really go by Pete anymore,” I told her for starters. “Most people call me Ham now, short for Hamilton.”


She nodded. “Is that because of Mike’s kids?” she asked.


“Maybe a little, but mostly because there’s three guys named Peter on the crew I work on,” I told her.


“You’re back working construction?”


“Sort of,” I said. “I install household automation in the houses as they’re being built. I run cable, set up the networks and test the systems.”


“That sounds interesting,” she said, trying to be upbeat.


I nodded. “The technology is amazing, but the work is mostly routine,” I admitted. “What about you? What do you do for a living? You finished college?”


“I did. I got my certification as a CPA and I’m working for a firm in Denver,” she told me. “THAT is routine. What you do is exciting compared to that.”


I nodded. “Did Billy finish school and get a job?” I asked. I wasn’t avoiding topics.


“He tried computers like you,” she admitted. “He didn’t have the aptitude for it though. He’s working with your dad.”


I shrugged at that. It was tempting to gloat that Billy-boy flunked out, but I restrained the impulse, telling myself that Mike had too and I loved and respected Mike. “Not everyone’s cut out for classrooms,” I said casually. “So that’s work. How are your parents?”


“They’re okay,” she said. “We don’t spend a lot of time with them, especially since the accident.”


“They blame Billy?” I asked.


She nodded. “They were never really thrilled with him,” she admitted. “When you were coming around that Christmas, Mom figured out that we hadn’t told you yet. She told me that was a cruel thing to do to someone, no matter what I was feeling.”


I shrugged and nodded in agreement, but didn’t put my mouth in the middle of that. “Do they know that I was in the other car when the accident happened?” I asked.


She nodded. “I don’t think they believe it was an accident,” she admitted.


“Neither do I, Linda. I might if it weren’t for the fact that he nearly killed me on the job when he was there.”


“Was it really that bad?” she asked skeptically.


I stood up and showed her the scar on my back. “A few inches to the left and I’d have been in a wheelchair. A couple of inches deeper and it would have stabbed me in the kidney and I could have bled out while they were trying to get me free.”


She nodded. “He didn’t do it on purpose,” she promised me. “When we got free from the airbags, he went to check. He was in hysterics when he came back. He recognized you. You were already screaming for her to wake up. I could hear that from in the truck.”


I nodded. “It was the worst night of my life, brought to me by the producers of the second worst night of my life,” I commented dryly.


She cringed. “I know. I’m sorry. I came here hoping that I could offer you something that would at least give you some peace.”


I nodded. “When I woke up in the hospital, I didn’t remember at first. Then it hit me all over again and I freaked out. They had to sedate me. The first words I actually said was to beg them to let me go to her. Mary made me promise not to do anything to make it happen. She knew that the only thing I wanted was to lay down in the ground next to Sabrina and let them bury us both, but she made me promise not to seek it out. So I prayed every day for over a year for something to send me to her. I saw your headlights coming toward us almost every night for months.”


She looked upset and nodded. She was getting a picture of how badly I’d been injured in the crash, not physically, but emotionally. “How did you get over it?” she asked.


“I didn’t,” I told her. “I think about it less. I pray for it less. I have the nightmare less often, but I still wake up sometimes and feel disappointed that I’m here and not with her.”


“That must be awful!” she frowned at hearing that.


I shrugged. “My life is awful,” I said simply. “Since the day you kissed Billy in front of me, my life has been beat-down and recovery. As soon as I recover from this, something else will happen and I suspect that fate or Billy’s talent for making the world a worse place or cosmic humor will bring the two of you back into my life just when I’m on the edge of getting my feet back under me to ruin it all. If it wasn’t for the fact that I’m nowhere near recovered, I’d suspect today was that day. After all, Billy called me at work and here you are.”


“I swear, I’m not here to cause trouble,” she told me quickly, shaking her head in denial that she’d do anything to hurt me.


“Relax,” I said. “There’s nothing for you to destroy. There’s no one in my life, my job is okay, so long as Billy doesn’t keep calling the office. All my furniture belongs with the apartment. I don’t have much else to my name.”


“What do you do with your time?” she asked.


“I work as much as I can,” I told her. “When I’m not working, I sleep. Sometimes I get a little drunk and talk to ghosts. That’s about it. Not much left to take away.”


She looked deeply troubled. “What can I do to help?” she asked seriously.


“Mostly stay away,” I told her. “If I see Billy again, I’ll kill him. I won’t hesitate. I won’t think twice. I’ll always think of Sabrina’s death as murder. Whether he meant it when he put the key in the ignition or it just happened, he ran a red light and slammed into the car hard enough that they couldn’t make her presentable for her own funeral. Part of me hopes he does show up. Texas practices capital punishment. It’d put us both out of our misery. But you’re pregnant. Your child will need a father. Billy’ll have to do. So keep him away from me. If I ever come back to Denver, I’ll be visiting two places on my way through town. He has no business being in either location.”


“What locations?” she asked.


“Her grave and her parents’ place,” I told her.


“Not your mother?”


“Nope. I said goodbye to her the last time I saw her. Nothing more to say to her. She sends letters to me at Mike’s place once in a while. She doesn’t know I’m in Texas. He sends me the letters and I send him the replies. I think she’d worry if she knew he wasn’t around to take care of me anymore. I don’t want to take that minimal comfort from her. I sometimes get the sense that she’s not holding together very well.”


She nodded. “She keeps your graduation photos up on the wall and talks about you whenever she can,” she admitted. “She’s still proud of you getting through college and I know she’s near-frantic about how you’re doing. She came to see you in the hospital.”


I nodded. “Mary told me they both did,” I said. “I was still unconscious.”


“I wanted to go, but I couldn’t think of how to tell you how sorry I was.”


“It’s okay,” I said lightly. “I wasn’t in any state of mind to hear anyone except Mary and Mike,” I told her. “I think that’s most of what’s been going on in my life, though. What about you? You see any of the people we went to high school with or are most of your friends from college now?”


“College mostly,” she said. “Most of the high school crew scattered after graduation. A few are still around, but they’re in the minority and I don’t really stay in touch with any of them.”


I nodded. “You lose any friends over what happened with you and Billy?”


She nodded. “One or two,” she admitted. “Most people saw the change in me when I started dating him and got over it, but there were a couple that couldn’t bring themselves to approve.”


I nodded. That was about what I’d expect. I got up to answer the door and paid for the pizza. We ate in the living room with the box between us on the coffee table. I’d switched to soda after that first beer and I poured her one too. “So I think that catches us up on pretty much everything that’s going on,” I told her as we ate.


“Well, we bought a house,” she said. “That’s one thing. We’re renovating it with help from your father. It’s not huge and we got it cheap because there were a lot of problems with it, but it’s ours.”


“Congratulations,” I said with a bit of a smile. “I’m glad that you’ve got a place to raise your kids.”


She nodded, clearly thrilled with the idea of having a house. “I’ve got some pictures on my phone,” she dug it out and brought them up, passing it to show me what it looked like. It was moderately sized, but I could see that it needed a lot of TLC. I swiped through the pictures until I got to the end and then handed it back to her.


“Nice,” I told her. “I can see the potential in it. I’m sure that it’ll look like a million bucks when the two of them are done with the renovations.”


“I can hardly wait!” she gushed. “What about you? Have you given any thoughts to settling down anywhere?”


“I used to, but not for a while,” I said. I wanted to tell her that Sabrina and I had been planning on Miami, but we’d put that topic to bed and I wasn’t going to drag us back there.


She nodded. “You should. There’s nothing like having your own place. It’s kind of awesome.”


I nodded. “I suppose that if I got a long-term job or hit a relationship, I’d think about putting down roots. Until those happen, renting from Mrs. Sanchez suits my needs.”


“This job isn’t permanent?” she asked, surprised.


“No. It’s actually almost done,” I said. “We’re finishing up the last stage of the construction. Then I set up the computer systems in each home and test them. I’ll probably be done sometime in August.”


“What are you planning after that?” she wanted to know.


“Back to Birmingham for a while to see the kids and look for a new job. Then where the work is until I can find something in my field that makes me happy.”


“I can ask my friend if she knows of any places that you might try,” she offered hopefully.


I shook my head. “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m not in a particular hurry. If I need to get bills paid, I can work with Mike for a while.”


She gave me a look. “Let me help,” she pleaded. “It doesn’t have to mean anything. It’s just me asking her if she knows anyone that might be hiring. She still has contacts even if she doesn’t need a job.”


I shrugged. “Fine. Tell her to email me if she knows something,” I told her.


“What’s your email?” she asked.


I arched my eyebrow. “You had this woman track me halfway across the country, figure out my home and work phone numbers, hack her way into DMV records to track my truck and she can’t find my email? I’m surprised she’s not reading my messages before I get them.”


She chuckled at that. “She wasn’t looking for your online presence. She was looking for clues to your location. I’ll tell her to email you. You know...” she said leadingly, “you two would probably hit it off if you forgot she was friends with me.”


“We might,” I agreed, “but I still have nightmares. Not so easy to look to the future when you’re still living in one horrible moment.”


She nodded. “Give her a chance if you talk to her. You have enough in common with each other to be friends at least.”


I shrugged. “If she strikes up a conversation, I’m not gonna be rude, but don’t push it. It took me four years after what happened between you and me before I found Sabrina. I don’t see me moving on soon or easily.”


She nodded. “If it’s alright with you, I’ll talk to her about what happened. Eve tends to put her foot in her mouth as skillfully as Billy and I seem to make life harder for you.”


“Linda, there’s also the complication that she’s your friend,” I reminded her. “You and I have had a pleasant chat today without yelling or hitting or large amounts of hate. That’s the absolute best outcome you could have been hoping for when you got here and you were probably expecting me to beat the living shit out of you on some level.”


She nodded. “I know. You don’t know how grateful I am that you were willing to sit down and talk to me. I meant it when I said that I did like you. It’s been hard on me, knowing that you hated me. I know I earned it, but I always wanted us to be friends someday.”


“Sabrina probably could have brought us together,” I said sadly. “If she’d told me that she wanted me to talk to you and Billy, she could have talked me into it.”


She nodded. “Would you like me to tell him that?” she asked. “I think it would probably hurt him to know that she had the power to bring the two of you back together.”


I shook my head and took another slice of pizza. “Don’t tell him on my account. If you want to punish him, go ahead. You’re the one that had to live with him.”


She considered that and nodded. “You’re right. It’s probably best if he didn’t know that.”


“Save it for the next time he pisses you off,” I suggested.


She laughed a little about that. Once the laughter died out, she looked at me seriously. “So, now what?” she asked. “I think we’ve talked about most everything there is on the plate. Where do we go from here?”


“You should probably call your husband,” I suggested. “I suspect that he called me at work to see if I’d heard from you. Knowing him, he’s just dimwitted enough to drive down here after you. You need to stop him before that thought gets in his head.”


She nodded and picked up her phone again, this time to call him. “Hi, honey,” she said when he picked up. I couldn’t hear his side of the conversation, but I could only imagine. “I told you I was going to try to talk to Pete,” she reminded him patiently. “Yes, Eve tracked him down. I’m told you called him at work earlier ... Yes, he’s here now. We’ve been talking about things ... No, that’s not a good idea ... Why not? What sort of response did he give you when you called him on the job?” she demanded. “Uh-huh. He hung up on you. You think he wants to talk to you, after that? He’ll probably hang up again and he may crush the phone in his hand since your throat isn’t here for him to squeeze ... Yes, he still hates you ... Yes, he still hates me too, but I wasn’t driving the truck that night so he’ll at least talk to me ... Maybe it’s not fair, but I’m just telling you how he feels ... Yeah, we’ve been talking ... No, he hasn’t hurt me, Bill ... Well, for starters, he knows I’m pregnant and however much he hates us, he knows the baby didn’t have anything to do with it. Besides, he was never the kind of guy to hit a woman ... No, he doesn’t want us to name the baby after her ... Mike already named his daughter Sabrina ... Yeah. Mary had twins. They named the boy Peter ... That’s right, so Peter and Sabrina would be together again ... Yes, it was incredibly thoughtful.”


I listened to the exchange, amused at what I could piece together of the conversation. She hadn’t told him she was coming down here, just that she was going to talk to me. He wanted her to give me the phone so he could say his piece, was a little indignant that I wasn’t forgiving him for ramming our car and wanted to know if I’d hurt her. I almost wished I could see his face when she told him about the twins.


“No, Bill,” she said patiently, “that’s not a good idea ... He thinks of it as murder ... I know it was an accident, but so was the thing where he got hurt at work ... Well, look at it from his point of view. Every time something bad happens, you’re in the middle of it, saying it was an accident ... No, I’m not saying you did either of those on purpose, but you’d start getting suspicious too if it kept happening ... Bill, I’m not running you down. He’s hated your guts for six years. I’m just telling you that it hasn’t changed and the talk that I’ve had with him tells me that you could wait six more and he wouldn’t forgive you ... You really want to complain that it’s not fair? I wasn’t going to tell you this, Bill, but he said she was awake after the accident. She had time to speak to him. She told him she loved him and then she died right there with him. If we’d been in the car and he’d been in the truck, could YOU have gotten over it?” she asked pointedly.


I winced because that was a trap. If he said no, he admitted that he was out of line to really ask. If he said yes, then he suffered the wrath of a wife who’s been told that her death wouldn’t be a deal breaker. For those of you keeping score at home, the correct answer is to tell the wife that you see her point and make a hmm sound as if contemplating all the complicated permutations and then never bring up the conversation again. Sometimes Billy’s not too bright.


“Oh, you COULD, could you?!” she thundered, indignantly. “Bill! I can’t even talk to you right now. If you come down here, Pete is going to beat you to death like a rabid dog. He’s not really concerned about getting caught either. He mentioned that lethal injection would get him back to Sabrina and that’s what he wants ... Did you really just say that? Really? You know what? I told Pete that I’d never cheat on you and I won’t, but after that crack, I’m really tempted to spend the night here and say it’s not cheating since I told you I was doing it. I’ll deal with you when I get home. Goodbye.”


She hung up the phone and then let out a low shriek of anger and frustration and tossed the phone back in her purse. “Some days, I really want to hit your brother,” she told me.


“He’s not my brother. I disowned him a long time ago,” I reminded her. “Do I even want to know what he said at the end that earned him the hang-up?”


She shook her head. “You hate him enough as it is,” she said.


I nodded. “Well if it’s that bad, I suggest a rubber mallet to the balls.”


“I’ll let you know if I decide to try it,” she promised.


“You know he’ll be here in the morning, right?” I asked her.


“I told him not to come,” she said irritably.


“You also told him you were considering spending the night here to pay him back for his moment of wit.”


“It was an empty threat,” she told me.


“But it was delivered to an empty head,” I reminded her.


She considered that and rolled her eyes, picking up her phone again. “Bill, stop what you’re doing. Do not, under any circumstance come down here. Peter will seriously kill you if you show up here. Go out and get drunk or watch football on TV or something. I’ll be home in a couple of days ... Yes, a couple of days. I just got here today. It’s a day and a half drive or longer. No, I’m not going to sleep with him. You knew that ... I know what I said. I also remember what YOU said and you’re pissing me off ... Okay, Bill, you asked for this. Peter told me that if Sabrina had asked him to, he would have buried the hatchet with you. If she’d lived, she would have pushed him to forgive you ... Maybe in five or six years he’ll meet someone else and she’ll want him to shake your hand, but for right now, the only person who could have healed things with your brothers died on the end of your truck. You still wanna drive down here and get your head blown off?” she asked. “I haven’t asked, but he works in construction in Texas. There are rattlesnakes around here. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a gun. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a rattlesnake for that matter ... Yes, I think that would be a good idea. Go have dinner with your parents and then go to that bar you like ... Yes, that one. It should keep your mind off coming down here.”


That seemed to end the conversation and she hung up shortly after that. “He’s afraid of snakes?” I asked.


“Deathly,” she chuckled. “All I had to do was tell him to go hang out at a strip bar and he’s perfectly happy to let me lounge around down here with you.”


“Always a class act,” I said dryly. “I won’t pry, but it sounds like you’ve sent him out to the strippers in the past.”


She nodded. “Bill’s sometimes has a problem where he says things he shouldn’t,” she admitted. “After I’m done yelling at him, I usually throw him out of the house so I can cool off.”


I nodded. “I’m aware of his mouth,” I told her. “The summer he was on the job, he spent most of his time mouthing off about his girlfriend and how she left a total wimp to be with him.”


She rolled her eyes. “Something else I need to yell at him for,” she muttered.


“I think that one should probably be far down on the list of reasons to put him in the doghouse,” I pointed out.


“True,” she admitted and we lapsed into a period of silence. “Can I call you?” she asked when her thoughts had run their course. “Just to talk?”


I shrugged. “If it’s important to you, I suppose. I don’t really have much to say these days.”


She nodded. “Hopefully, that’ll change,” she said. She was going to make an issue of Eve, it sounded like.


“I will say one thing, I’m glad you didn’t speak when you called me at work.”


“Why?” she asked.


“I couldn’t talk about Sabrina back then. If you’d said her name, I’d have gone to pieces.”


She nodded. “I never considered that,” she admitted. “Now I’m glad I froze up when I called.”


“Probably for the best,” I agreed.


After that, the conversation ran in circles. She told me some about her college experiences and asked about mine. This was actually the longest trip that she’d ever taken, since she’d gone to college in Denver. We talked about LA and Birmingham, I told her about the area here and she thought it all sounded interesting. At times, I forgot about what had happened between us and chatted with her pleasantly. At other times, it was strained. We talked a little about my time with Sabrina and what she was like. We talked about the friends she’d made in their neighborhood and how my parents were doing.


When I looked at the clock on the cable box, I saw that it was getting late. “You have a place to stay?” I asked, steering the conversation to a close.


She looked sheepishly at me. “Your landlady offered me a room for the night,” she admitted. “My stuff is already in the house. I hope that’s not a problem.”


I shook my head. “No, I’m fine with that. Heading back tomorrow?”


“I thought I might stay a day if you wanted to show me around,” she admitted, looking at me hopefully. It was Friday night, so I didn’t have work to use as an excuse. I nodded. “I don’t really do a lot of looking around myself,” I admitted. “I know where the good places to eat are and where to shop. That’s about it.”


She shrugged. “I’ll ask Mrs. Sanchez to suggest a few places,” she promised. “I should probably explain myself to her anyway.”


I nodded. “I think she’ll have some questions and she probably won’t be shy about asking either.”


I showed her out and then stopped the phone recording.


Chapter 7


I thought about packing the truck in the middle of the night and taking off, but I knew I wouldn’t. Instead, I called home, which was now Birmingham since that’s where Mike, Mary and the kids were.


“Hey, Little Brother,” Mike greeted me when he answered. “You’re calling late. What’s up?”


“Hi, Mike,” I said with the first genuine smile since lunch started. “I’ve had kind of a weird day and wanted to talk to you guys about it.”


“Sounds ominous,” he said. “Let me get Mary. She’s just checking on the monsters. Sabrina said her first swearword today,” he said. “Mommy suspects she knows who she heard it from, so you may be the man of the house when you get back. I may be buried in the woods somewhere.”


I laughed at that. “You gotta be careful what you say around them now,” I reminded him.


He took the phone away from his ear for a moment and spoke to her to let her know I was on the phone.


“Put it on speaker. He should know what sort of potty-mouth you’ve put on your daughter,” she said sharply.


I heard the beep and then there was Sabrina happily babbling something that sounded suspiciously like “shit” over and over again. Mike was fucked. If they didn’t cure that soon, I might get laid again before he did. My laughter probably wasn’t helping his case either. I think it’s a rule that you HAVE to laugh at your brother when something like this happens.


A few minutes later, they were ready to talk, but I was still laughing. “It’s not funny, Peter!” Mary snapped.


“I’m sorry,” I said, forcing myself to calm down. “I’ve had kind of a shi ... uh, bad day, so I needed the laugh.”


“See, Mike? Grown men CAN watch their language when they try,” she said tartly.


“Yes, dear,” he said contritely. “I swear, I didn’t teach it to her. She might just be babbling sounds on her own and keeps it up because we’re reacting to it.”


“Shut up, Mike,” she said and turned her attention to me. “So what happened that made your day bad?” she asked me.


“I got a phone call at work,” I said.


“You mean like the ones you were getting here?” she asked, concerned.


“No,” I said. “This one was from Billy.”


“What did THAT want?” she snarled at the mention of his name. “Scratch that! How did he find you?”


“I hung up as soon as I heard his voice,” I told her. “How he tracked me down was a mystery to me too when I left work. I only gave the number to my landlady and only for emergencies.”


“So what happened?” Mike asked.


“I guess he tracked me to Mrs. Sanchez and said he was my brother and needed to get in touch with me. He made her think it was urgent so she gave up the number.”


“So you have no idea what he wanted?” Mike asked.


“Nope,” I said. “I figured it out once Mrs. Sanchez told me that my sister was waiting for me in my apartment.”


“SISTER?!!?” Mike demanded. “What the...” He tailed off, rather than complete the thought with a word that would get him in more trouble.


“Linda,” I said flatly.


“Shit!” Mary blurted out. It would have started me laughing again, but I had too much to tell them.


“Yeah,” I said. “She drove down here to talk to me and Lead-Foot was calling to see if I’d heard from her.”


“What did she want?” Mary asked.


“She wanted to get a lot of guilt off her chest, express how sorry she was about Sabrina and then she told me she was pregnant and wanted to know how I’d feel about her naming her daughter after Sabrina.”


“WHAT?!!?” Mary thundered. “That BITCH!”


“Relax,” I said soothingly. “I told her she was too late, that you’d named the twins after me and Sabrina. She was surprised that you had kids. I thought you guys told the mother-creature about them.”


“We did,” Mike said. “She must not have shared. So she just showed up unannounced and lays that bomb on you?”


I told them all that we’d talked about, the phone calls in Birmingham and the reason, her friend tracking me down here and her phone calls to Billy.


“What are you gonna do?” Mary asked.


“She asked me to take her around town tomorrow and show her the sights. Then I’ll send her home and forget about her. She said she’ll call from time to time, but I don’t imagine that’ll keep up for long. This is the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in six months. It’s not like I have a lot to talk about and I remember her reason for leaving me was that conversations with me weren’t all that fulfilling. She’ll get bored and the calls will taper off.”


They sympathized with me and told me they wished they could be there for me.


“It’s okay,” I said softly. “I think the job here is just about done, so when it is, I’ll be back for a little while to rest up and then I’ll start looking for work. I want to spend some time with the kids and you guys.”


“You’re always welcome,” Mike told me. “We’re actually planning on buying a house this summer. With you and The Pierces visiting more often, we need more space. God help us when we have to put them in separate rooms.”


“Wow,” I said, my mood crashing a little. “Any idea when you’re planning to move?”


“We’re talking to the bank now to find out what we can afford and then we’re gonna start looking for places,” Mary told me. They were both excited and I was feeling ... I dunno. Like I was left behind, maybe. We ended the conversation and I was still trying to put my finger on what had pulled my mood down.


I poured myself a shot of tequila and tried to make sense of it. I hadn’t felt like this when we’d moved there or when I’d come here, but now that they were putting down roots, I felt ... adrift. I finally decided that it was the house. They’d started their family, Billy and Linda had started theirs. If Sabrina had lived, we’d have started ours by now. She’d have her Masters now, same as me. We’d both be working and building a life together.


I slugged back another shot and grimaced. I never fussed with salt or lemon, just drank the shit straight. I didn’t drink it to feel good, so the gut-twisting effect suited me fine. I was drinking to get in touch with my demons. God, I missed her. I sometimes had to strain to remember her voice and tonight was one of those nights. I was ashamed of myself. I promised I’d never forget and here I was trying to remember her laugh. I should hear that laugh every day. I should see her smiling at our baby. I should be listening to her talk about her day. We should be living in a house of our own, with kids and joy and a future.


Instead, I was sitting on the floor of a garage apartment, drinking alone and crying for a life that wouldn’t ever be. I lost myself in sorrow, weeping turning to sobbing, sobbing turning to whimpering as I daydreamed about her on our wedding day, about holding her hand as a doctor told her to push, about listening to her sing in the nursery and a hundred other happy memories that we’d never have. I cried because she was gone and because I wasn’t. I wished I was driving or that we’d gone to the movies or a club or anywhere but home that night.


It was the middle of the night when I felt a hand on mine. I looked up and she was there. She was beautiful and perfect and I bawled when I saw her. “I’m so sorry!” I said brokenly. “I can’t remember! I try so hard to remember your voice, but it won’t come. It’s all so dim now! I don’t want to forget! Help me!”


“Peter,” she whispered sympathetically and sat down with me on the floor. “You don’t have to remember,” she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. She wrapped her arm around me and it felt so good that I sobbed with fresh grief. I wanted her to hold me all the time. “Peter, Peter, Peter,” she said slowly. “What am I gonna do with you? We can’t keep meeting like this. Here, dry your eyes.” she said and passed me a tissue.


I didn’t want to, but I dried my eyes and slowly calmed my breathing. I took a few deep breaths and then looked at her again. “I’m sorry,” I told her again. “I know you told me to move on, but...”


“You’re still holding back,” she said, finishing the thought for me. “I know. I hoped you’d find someone, but, Babe, you have to leave the house to meet people. They’re out there, you know. A whole wide world full of them and one lucky girl is looking up at the stars right now and hoping tomorrow is the day that she meets the guy she’ll spend the rest of her life with. Okay, so maybe she’s looking up at her bedroom ceiling and masturbating while she fantasizes about him,” she said to get a laugh out of me. She punched my shoulder lightly. “My point is that she’s never gonna find her guy if you’re here with me.”


I nodded miserably. They all wanted me to find someone and move on. I took another deep breath. “I’ll try,” I promised.


“Not good enough,” she said sternly. “Commit to success. Don’t try, persevere. I love you, Babe, but I’m not coming back until you have good news for me. No more. No more booze, no more dreaming about the crash. No more late night visits from me. I’m putting my foot down. You’re twenty-five, now. You’re still young enough to have the life you want. You just have to stop wanting to die to get it.”


“How do I do that?” I asked her. “There’s a hole in the middle of my chest.”


“Then fill it. Pete, we were together for a year. You’ve been mourning for two. What happened to your wisdom that recovery takes half the length of the relationship?”


I smiled in spite of myself. “That was bullshit,” I argued. “I wasn’t ready to date.”


“And now you are,” she said. “Let Linda set you up with her friend or start looking around here more seriously. Hell, I bet Mrs. Sanchez could use a strong man around the house. You could play horsey with her for a little while. It’d be good for both of you. Make her feel young and remind you that you’re still alive.”


I laughed at that a little. “I do have a thing for older women now,” I reminded her. Her birthday was a month before mine and I teased her about being the first older woman I’d dated.


“Well, if that’s your pleasure, isn’t there a nursing home on your way to work?” she teased. “You could get one of the old gals to take her teeth out and pull down those sexy polyester slacks...”


“Oh, stop!” I laughed. It seemed like forever since I’d laughed.


“If that’s what it takes to get you to stop dwelling on it and move on, then I’m all for it,” she said and put the cap on the tequila. “But I mean it. This is the last visit. The next time I come back, I want to hear about her and I want you to tell me that she makes you happy. I can’t make you happy, Pete. I can only hurt you now, so I have to go away. Don’t worry about me,” she said with a serene smile. “I’ve got a book to read.” She smirked and punched my shoulder again.


She got up to leave and picked up the tequila bottle. “You know, if Linda had broken up with you when things started with her and Billy, this is probably how things would have been between you and her.”


“What should I do about her?” I asked.


She shrugged. “I think she means it when she says she’s sorry. You’ve held the grudge a long time. Let it go. Be friends or not, but I think you made a good start toward letting go with her. Your brother’s going to be a little more difficult. You still blame him for what happened to me.”


I nodded. “I do.”


“Remember that phrase,” she teased me. “You’re gonna need to say it in front of a crowd someday.” She turned serious. “You know that I should have checked the intersection before I hit the gas, right?” she pointed out.


“You’re saying that it was your fault?!!?” I gaped at her.


“I’m saying that I was with my guy and I was in love and distracted and in a hurry to take him home and show him how much I love him and I wasn’t paying attention. Sort of like how Billy was looking at Linda and hurrying home to make love to her. Your history makes you want to hate him, but if it had been Mike in that truck, you’d have let it go by now. If it had been a total stranger, you’d have let it go, but by random chance, it was Billy. Poor dumb bastard just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Deep down, you know that he didn’t mean to run the light. Just like deep down, you know that Linda belongs with him. I’m not saying you have to be pals and throw family barbecues, but you could probably throw the poor guy a bone.”


I shrugged, but my face softened a little from the normal snarl that I had on my face for when Billy’s name came up in conversation.


She nodded. “You’ll be okay, Pete,” she told me. “Bring me good news and we’ll talk more. Until then...” she lifted the bottle of tequila. “I’ll hold onto this until then. I love you, Babe. Now go make me proud.” She grinned at me and then disappeared down the stairs.


The dream faded then, but it turned into other dreams. I didn’t dream of the accident or anything that really made sense, just jumbles of events and places and people. I dreamed about Denver and LA and Birmingham and Austin and places we’d been on vacation when I was a child.


I woke up early, the floor being exceptionally uncomfortable. I was stiff and hung-over and not really at my best. I decided to clean up before Linda banged on the door to get me started on the promised tour. I picked up the glass I’d been drinking from and looked around for the bottle. For the life of me, I couldn’t locate it. It wasn’t on the table or the floor. I moved the sofa to look under it. I pulled out the cushions to see if I’d stuffed it in there, but no matter where I looked, it wasn’t there. I searched the kitchen, wondering if I’d put it out there or put it away in my drunken stupor, but it was just gone. I thought about Sabrina picking it up and taking it with her and shook my head. There had to be an explanation. I’d find it somewhere in the next few days.


I started the day the way nature had intended after a night of shooting tequila. I threw up. Then I got showered and shaved and started coffee. I wanted to go back to bed, but I suspected that I wasn’t going to be allowed to indulge. I was right. Linda showed up as I was starting to mix batter for the waffle-maker.


“You okay?” she asked when she saw my face.


“Yeah. I had a rough night,” I told her.


“Sorry,” she apologized. “My visit probably set it off. I, uh, heard some last night. I had the window open. You must have too.”


I frowned. “Yeah, Mary informed me that I talk in my sleep when Sabrina comes to visit.”


“Does that happen a lot?” she asked, curious.


“Most of the time, I just dream about the accident. A couple of times though, she’s come to talk to me. The first time was just after the twins were born. Last night was the second time.”


She nodded. I could tell that she wanted to ask, but knew that my acceptance of her presence was delicate. “Still, I’m sorry that I caused that.”


“Not your fault,” I said lightly. “We needed to talk anyway. She had something important to tell me.” I put a waffle in front of her. “I didn’t know if you’d started with the cravings yet, so it’s just plain,” I told her.


“Thanks,” she said gratefully and watched me pour out batter for a second one. “Can I ask what she had to say?”


I chuckled. “Mostly that she’s sick of my shit,” I said lightly. I felt different this morning, like the relief after an infected tooth is pulled. The pain was still there, but it was like the pressure had faded and I was actually healing. “She told me to stop living in that moment and find someone to build a life with. She’d tried to tell me that the first time, but I wasn’t ready to listen.”


“I think that’s good advice,” she said carefully. She was still trying to avoid angering me. “You feel like you’re ready to take it?”


I thought about that and nodded. “She pointed out that we were together for a year and I’ve been mourning for two now. She also told me that she believes you when you say you’re sorry about all of this. She pointed out that if we’d broken up when you and Billy first got together, we’d probably have been good friends. She also told me that I’ve been carrying the grudge too long at this point and I should let it go.”


She gasped a little at that. “Really?” she asked, surprised and hopeful.


I nodded and pulled the second waffle out of the maker. “You want another one?” I asked. She looked at her empty plate and nodded. I slid it onto her plate and started a third one. I was familiar with the appetite of the expectant mother. “She wasn’t sure if we could salvage a friendship out of it, but she thought I’d held onto the anger for long enough and I should let it go.”


“I’d like us to be able to talk, at least,” she admitted. “I HOPE we can be friends, but I know Billy’s always going to be a sore spot.”


“We’ll see,” I said softly. “She gave me some things to think about in regards to Billy too.”


“Like what?” she asked.


“She pointed out that I’d have forgiven anyone else in the world by now. She also told me that she was distracted that night too. She’d normally check the intersection before she started through, even if the light was green. She was focused on me like he was focused on you.”


“So she pushed you toward reconciling with your brother after all,” she said, sounding surprised.


I took my waffle from the maker and sat down to join her and eat. “Yeah. She at least gave me enough to think about to make it a possibility someday,” I admitted. “Mary said that it’s possible that it’s my subconscious trying to tell me things, but I like to think that she does come to visit from time to time. It’s comforting.”


She nodded. “I can understand that,” she said softly. “I honestly never believed in that sort of thing, but the change in your outlook this morning is pretty compelling,” she admitted.


“You didn’t come to check on me through the night, did you?” I asked, thinking of the missing tequila bottle.


She shook her head. “No,” she assured me. “I didn’t think you’d appreciate me letting myself in to see if you were okay. Besides, sneaking off to your apartment in the middle of the night is about the worst decision I could make, even if it wasn’t for anything sordid. Why?”


I shrugged. “Nothing important,” I said. “Something was out of place this morning and I didn’t remember touching it.”


She shook her head. “I heard you talking for a while and then you quieted down. No one went out to your door. I would have heard them.”


I nodded. “Like I said, not important. I must have moved it in my sleep.” I smiled, thinking that it was proof that she’d really been here, but I wasn’t about to share that, at least not yet.


After breakfast, I showed her around town, took her out to see the job site where there was a showroom home that was open to the public. I showed her the automation and she was really impressed with it. “I wish I could get you to come back to Denver. I’d love to have this in our house and now is the perfect time to install it since we’re renovating,” she said wistfully.


“The equipment isn’t all that cheap,” I admitted. “I look at some of the features and think that I’d use them just about every day. Other parts probably won’t ever get used by me. Being able to turn on lights remotely might be useful when you’re on vacation, but then again, who wants to be tied to playing with that when they’re trying to relax.”


We talked about the features that we both liked and then went to a barbecue place for lunch. Linda was definitely eating for two, enthusiastically putting away an impressive load of ribs and a slab of their chocolate cake for dessert. I was sick just watching.


Afterwards, we went to an open-air swap-meet that was a little bit of everything. She picked up decorating accents, but I didn’t see anything that caught my eye. There was a lot of stuff that would be great for collectors, but I was too used to moving around. Packing light was the only way to survive. I looked at some motorcycle parts, but I didn’t know enough about bikes to build my own and I didn’t know anyone around here that could give me pointers.


We ended the day by going back to the house where we had dinner with Mrs. Sanchez. She was curious if we were okay and seemed relieved that it was fine. She’d been good to me, so I wasn’t about to hold it against her even if it had turned into all-out war.


Linda left early the next day with a hug and a promise to call, but not too often. “I don’t want to make a pest of myself,” she said. “I’ll let your mother know that you’re doing okay. You’re right. She does worry.”


I nodded and watched her get in her car and drive away, waving as she did. I spent some time with Mrs. Sanchez, letting her know that I was okay and that things were okay. I called Mike to let him know that the rest of her stay had been uneventful. I told him I had some other news, but I didn’t want to talk about it over the phone. He seemed a little unnerved about what I might want to tell him that I couldn’t say on the phone, but I honestly didn’t want to talk about Sabrina’s visit on the phone.


I returned to work on Monday and I nodded to Dave as I was unloading my stuff from the truck, to let him know that I was doing better. He didn’t ask, just nodded and went back into the office.


Life was pretty much the same as it was before except that I made a point to go places now. I started making it a routine to go a different place each night during the week and rotate. On Mondays, I went to a park and spent some time walking and getting to know the area. Sometimes I’d bring a book and read on a bench, but I made myself a fixture on Mondays. Tuesdays, I went to a popular coffee house where there was always something culturally going on, whether it was poetry readings or a live band or an improv performance. My Wednesday nights, I took in a movie at the mall multiplex. I spent Thursdays with a few of the guys from work, having a beer and leering at strippers. Okay, sue me. I hadn’t seen a naked girl since the summer before I left for college. I wasn’t likely to meet the future Mrs. Hamilton here, but I could at least make certain I knew where all the parts were when she came along. My Fridays were the night that I went out to serious nightclubs, looking for girls that might be out for a dance and a drink and maybe a little more.


I left Saturday open and frequently revisited the places I’d go on other nights. All in all, it was a full schedule. I found that the coffee house was relatively full no matter what was going on. The park was popular on the weekend with families and the movies were swamped with school kids, so I often found myself hitting the strip clubs or the night clubs for lack of a better option.


I didn’t really meet anyone, but I took Sabrina’s words to heart and persevered. Mrs. Sanchez noticed and talked to me about the change one Wednesday night. I’d had to tell her a lot of my details after Linda’s visit so she knew about Sabrina and how she died. When she heard about the dreams that I had where Sabrina talked to me, she nodded. Her grandmother had come from old Mexico and had been deeply superstitious.


“My grandmother would have wanted to know every detail of your visions,” she told me. “Guidance from the spirits of the departed is something to be respected, she taught me. She taught me a lot about this kind of spiritual visitation. Tell me about the visions. I’m not my grandmother, but I’ll tell you what I can.”


I told her about the accident in detail as a starting point and that I would dream of that night often. I told her about the night the dream changed to her standing and looking at the babies and her desire for me to move on and find someone else.


I told her about my initial problems with Linda and Billy and being injured at work by Billy. Then I told her about the last visitation from Sabrina. I was a little embarrassed about repeating what Sabrina had said about her, but I included it since she’d wanted me to include as much detail as I could recall.


“I’ve searched the apartment at least four times since then, moved all the furniture, even looked in the toilet tank, but there’s no sign of the bottle,” I told her at the end.


She crossed herself and looked even more interested. “I’ve never heard of a spirit that takes items from the living,” she said. “She sounds like a guardian angel though. Sometimes the spirits of loved ones can watch over us.” She carefully avoided mention of Sabrina’s recommendation about her, but we were both uncomfortably aware of the implications. “It sounds like she’s becoming frantic for you to live your life. I think it would cause her great sadness to see you continue as you have. You should heed her words.”


I nodded. “I do,” I told her and looked down, smiling a little at Sabrina’s reaction when I said that to her. “I’ve been getting out a lot more and taking part in life as much as I can.”


She patted my hand. “I know you’ve been getting out more and that’s fantastic. Sometimes it was a struggle to even get you to come down to join us for dinner. Now the problem is catching you before you’re back out the door.”


“I’m sorry,” I said. “The only night that I really have solid dinner plans is Thursdays. The rest of the time, I can be here,” I told her. Since it was summer, there weren’t a lot of students around. It was just the two of us for the past month. I hadn’t realized that she’d been trying to get me to spend more time with her.


She scoffed. “You don’t need to change anything for my sake,” she said with a smile. “I’m glad you’re waking up finally. What you’ve told me is that your life has been a long nightmare. I hope that this means you’re ready to leave the nightmare behind you.”


“Me too,” I said with a slight smile.


So, we started having dinner together. Sometimes, she cooked, sometimes I did and sometimes we went out. I’d take her out dancing on Fridays and she’d come with me to the movies on Wednesdays and once in a while, she’d join me at one of the other places. She’d never been to the coffee house and enjoyed it. She took me to a few places she liked, broadening my horizons and introducing me to people.


We never crossed the line and ended up in bed with each other, but we became very close. I told her I suspected that my job wasn’t going to last and she admitted that was often the way things went in construction. Her brother worked at jobs like mine.


As summer dragged on, faces started disappearing from the crew. We all knew the job was just about done. People drifted off to other jobs as good offers came in. That was good for the remaining crew. As people moved on, it drew out the work just a little bit more for the rest of us. I ended up doing some general construction toward the end, painting and putting down molding around door frames and other little touches. We’d had a crew of fifty when I’d arrived here and the site had been filled with the sounds of power tools and trucks. Now, on the last day, there were only six of us and Dave. His job was golden. He was moving on to a contract in Georgia and taking three of the guys with him when he went.


“Sorry I couldn’t take you, Ham,” he said. “What we’re doing is general contract work. Nothing I could justify your salary to do.” We’d finished the last touches at lunchtime, but we were hanging around and shooting the shit since we were paid for the day. He handed out the last paychecks and a round of bonuses for those of us that had stayed and surprised us with a couple of flats of beer.


We all had our trucks backed up to the office and we were sitting on the stairs or the tailgates and talking about what was next for us. “My brother lives in Birmingham,” I told them. “He just bought a house, so I’m gonna stay with him for a while and help him get it in shape. Then I’m gonna start looking to use my degree rather than my hands.”


That got a little laughter. I was well-liked at least in part because I was a guy with a degree that didn’t think he was too good for the work here. Most of these guys had gone to a trades school to be here and weren’t cut out for much more than that. “I’m surprised that you haven’t invented an app and started making millions,” one of them said.


I thought about that and nodded. “I suppose I could start working on some for construction sites,” I admitted. That started some of the guys offering suggestions. I knew that there were super-durable phones now for people that worked in job sites and there were even tools that connected to phones that were getting some popularity. I had a laser thermometer for mine and there were a number of tools, like a range-finder and a laser level that I thought were a little too situational for my liking. I used my thermometer all the time though. I’d check the temperature of my door handle before getting in my truck, check the temperature of the meat in the cooler at the market before I’d buy it, check the heat coming off the driveway before I decided whether I was putting on shoes to get the paper or not. It was incredibly useful day to day.


That got us talking about software to carry blueprints and job site inventory systems and a dozen other ideas that ranged from startlingly good, to just plain silly.


I decided to start working on it in my spare time and I promised to let them know if I came up with anything useful. So, we drank, we talked shit, swapped stories and passed that last afternoon pleasantly. Inevitably, beers and guys combine to lead the conversation to bragging about women. The first couple of times it came around to me, I managed to be up getting another beer or letting go of the last one. My luck couldn’t hold though.


“What about you, Ham,” Dave asked me. “No tales from the ones that got away?”


I shook my head. “Not really. Only had two women in my life. First one is married to my brother now. Took a long time to get over that.”


“What about the second?” he asked.


I shook my head. “Car crash,” I said. “Same brother was driving the other car. What are the odds, right?”


“No shit?” he asked. “That’s rough.”


“Yeah. She died two years ago. I’m just starting to think about dating again. Family reunions are now just me and my other brother.”


“Damn!” one of the guys said and that brought the mood down considerably.


I decided I needed to help it along, so I told them about the last time Sabrina had come to visit me. “The next morning, I couldn’t find the bottle anywhere. My apartment was locked from the inside and I was alone, but that bottle was just gone, like it had never existed.”


It was a great story. They looked like they were a little creeped out by it, but I knew that the tale would spread the next time they needed a ghost story. It was ninety degrees out and the only thing sweating more than us was the cans of beer, but I saw each of them shiver as the tingles climbed their spines. I grinned and hoped that Sabrina was watching. She loved a good story.


“Man, that gave me the hee-bee jeebies,” Larry said. He’d been one of the first guys hired and he stuck it out to the end with the rest of us. He looked up at the sun and crumpled his beer can. “I think I’m gonna go, though. It’s almost quitting time anyway. Fellas, it’s been a pleasure working with you. I’ll see some of you in Macon. The rest of you, I hope you do well and maybe I’ll see you again on the job.”


We all shook hands and then he got in his truck and took off for the last time. A couple of the other guys were interested in doing the same and said their own farewells. Finally, it was just me and Dave.


“Go on home, Ham,” he said lightly. “I’m just locking up here and then the job’s done.”


“Yeah,” I said and looked around. “Feels weird to see the site this quiet, you know?”


“Yeah. We’ve been raising a racket for a while,” he agreed. “There’s still half a case of beer left. Take it with you.”


“You don’t want it?” I asked, surprised.


“Nah. I’m flying out to Georgia in the morning. Already got everything packed and ready.”


I nodded and followed him into the office, collecting the last of the beer. He followed me back to my truck with a large box, sliding it into the bed. “What’s this?” I asked.


“Just a little something to help with your brother’s place,” he said and put a finger to his lips. He opened the flap and there was a bunch of the gear that I’d need to help install the automation in Mike’s place. He beckoned me back into the office and added a couple more boxes and a spool of the cable I used to connect everything.


“You sure this is kosher?” I asked.


“Don’t care. I already wrote it off as used,” he said with a shrug. “No one here can use it. You might as well hang onto it.”


“Thanks, Dave,” I said and shook his hand again.


“Thanks for all your hard work,” he answered. “I emailed you a recommendation from the company and another one from me personally. I think you can count on Larry to recommend you to everyone he can just in case you use your voodoo powers to put a curse on him.” He smirked. Larry was a good worker, but could have thin skin at times. “The bottle was a nice touch.”


I cocked my head and smiled. “You don’t believe me,” I said, chuckling. “It actually happened. I scoured the apartment for a month looking for it. Went through the trash and it was just gone. I thought I must have moved it in my drunken stupor, but I couldn’t figure out where I put it.”


He looked at me funny. “No shit?”


“No shit,” I promised. “I might bullshit Larry just for the fun of it, but no, this is on the level. If there’s an explanation, I want to know what it is too.”


He nodded and we said goodbye. I packed the boxes a little better so they wouldn’t slide and put the beer in my toolbox for the trip home.


Chapter 8


When I got home, I took the boxes into the apartment and then took the beer up to the fridge. I never drank the hard stuff anymore, giving away the last of my collection to Mrs. Sanchez after that night. I showered and changed, coming down for dinner and letting her know that the job was done. She nodded and smiled sadly.


“I’m gonna miss you, Ham,” she told me. “If I was a little younger or you were a little older, I’d have been interested in playing horsey with you, like your guardian angel suggested.”


“I’m gonna miss you too,” I said, giving her a hug. “I don’t think you’re too old to play horsey though.”


“Old enough to be your mother,” she laughed and caressed my face. “Find your beloved,” she implored me. “She’s out there. You did your best to find her here, but you never managed to connect with anyone. You’ll find her though.”


“I will,” I promised and squeezed her tight. “Keep a bed for me in case I pass this way again?” I asked lightly.


“Always. Maybe mine if I’m not to old to play horsey,” she teased.


We laughed and made dinner together, I hadn’t made definite plans yet, but Mike knew I was coming soon. After dinner, I normally went out clubbing, but tonight, I was calling him to let him know what was going on.


We talked pleasantly through dinner and I promised to keep in touch by email and phone as often as I could. We’d become very good friends over the last few months since Linda’s visit.


After dinner, we cleaned up and then I went upstairs to start packing things up. The dishes, pots and pans were all hers. I was leaving my waffle-iron since they were relatively cheap and could be picked up anywhere. The furniture was hers, so the only things I really had to worry about were clothes, some personal belongings and the stuff from the bathroom.


I called the house and talked to them. I told them I was taking a week here to say goodbye and then I’d call them back the day before I hit the road. It was a two day stretch, so I wasn’t in any hurry. I told them I had the gear to install some automation in their house if they wanted it. Mike was skeptical, but Mary got her way and I was committed to spending the rest of summer crawling around and putting in new systems whether he wanted them or not.


I said goodbye to a few people I was friendly with at the hangouts I frequented. Some of the ladies at the strip club made sad noises. I was a decent tipper and never tried to grab what I wasn’t supposed to touch. Part of that was I saw one guy get creamed and arrested for doing it and partly it was because I wasn’t that kind of guy.


My last night in Austin, Mrs. Sanchez and I went out dancing like most Fridays. She liked to dance, but I’d been hopeless. She taught me a lot and I wished I could pay her back. She always seemed to enjoy her nights out with me, but she always made sure to end them at the door, no matter how flushed and clingy she was by the time I made sure she got inside. This night though, she was drinking a lot more than normal and she was touching a lot more than she usually did. I figured tonight was her last night with me, so she could drink to her heart’s content and be as affectionate as she wanted.


By the time we closed out the bar, she was ripped. I had to help her to her car, had to help her into it, which afforded me a very good view of her treasures as dignity abandoned her. I tugged her skirt back down from where it had hiked up, got her belted in and started home. My truck was mostly packed for tomorrow. I had the crew-cab packed with the boxes and most of my clothes. All I had was an overnight bag and my bathroom stuff to toss in the truck. My toolbox was an immense metal beast that I couldn’t lift. It was bolted in place and wasn’t moving without tools or super-powers. If someone was gonna steal it, they were welcome to it. I wasn’t gonna object to someone strong enough to move it.


So I made sure to park her car so that I could get the truck out in the morning. I brought her to her door, but there was no way that she could make it on her own. I fished in her purse for the keys and got the door open, but she was gonna collapse as soon as I let her go.


I sighed and helped her inside. I got her up to bed and was gonna leave her there, but I couldn’t. I sighed and got her shoes off and then looked around for whatever she wore to bed usually. I found a collection of night-shirts hanging on the back of the door, so I picked one and got her changed. By this point, she was mostly passed out, with the occasional mumble to tell me that she wasn’t completely asleep. I got her tucked in and then I decided to help out a little more. I got her a bucket from downstairs in case she got sick through the night and was about to leave when she opened her eyes.


“Don’t go,” she said and held her hand out to me.


She really was a beautiful woman and I’d been tempted to make a pass at her, but there was no part of me that wanted drunken sex. I took her hand and kissed it tenderly. “I don’t think either of us are in any shape to keep the night going,” I pointed out.


“No, just stay with me,” she asked. “It’s been so long since my Luis passed on. I sometimes miss his arms around me.”


I nodded and figured that it was harmless enough. I stripped down to my boxers and slid into bed behind her, The two of us unused to the feel of someone to hold onto at night.


I was awakened in the middle of the night by her heaving into the bucket I’d left for her. I sat up and held her hair for her while she was sick and then I took the bucket to the bathroom, got rid of the contents and rinsed it out before bringing her back a glass of water and a washcloth in case she needed to be cleaned up. She was grateful for both and was back to sleep before I took the glass and cloth back to the bathroom. I brought the bucket back just in case and then went back to sleep myself.


The next time I woke up, I was alone. It was morning and I could smell breakfast. I was just stretching when she came in with a cup of coffee for me.


“No, don’t get up,” she told me. “It’s your last day. I’m making you breakfast in bed.” She smiled and didn’t seem to be any the worse for wear after last night. “It’s almost ready. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


I sipped my coffee and slowly woke up. I could get used to starting the day like this. She appeared a few minutes later with a steak and egg breakfast, toast, hash-browns and juice.


She put the tray on my lap and then slid back into bed with me. “You have a long drive today,” she reminded me. “You need a good breakfast before you get on the road.” She kissed my cheek. “Thanks for taking care of me last night,” she said, slightly embarrassed. “I don’t normally go that crazy.”


“It’s okay,” I said. “I was glad I was able to be here for you. I kind of got the impression that you were going a little harder because I was leaving.”


She nodded. “I’m gonna miss you,” she admitted and took a piece of toast from the tray, nibbling on it. “Luis and I never had kids, but if we had, I’d like to hope they’d have turned out like you.” She smiled at me and I smiled back, touched.


I’d shed a lot of tears, but when my eyes misted over, it wasn’t out of pain or sorrow or loss. I was deeply affected by what she’d said to me. I carefully put the tray aside and then wrapped her up in a hug. “When everything happened with my brother, I sort of lost my mother. My father was never any great prize, but I’ve missed having someone like that in my life.”


She hugged me back just as tight. I remember that the last time I hugged my mother, I’d felt nothing. There was none of the love that a hug from a mother should be filled with. I found that feeling laying in the bed of a woman I’d have been happy to have called my lover if things had been just a touch different. We stayed that way for a few minutes and then she pulled back and kissed me on the cheek. “Eat up,” she told me with a smile. “You don’t want it to get cold.”


She ate most of the toast and I figured that her stomach was a little too tender for more than that. I focused on the rest and we shared the OJ. My life had started to mend this past year. I wasn’t dwelling on Sabrina, I’d found a woman that I could think of as a mother more than my own, I’d come a long way toward forgiving Linda and Billy, although I still wasn’t sure I could ever see him without wanting him dead.


When breakfast was finished, I gave her a longer, more lingering hug. “I would have been very happy to have you teach me how to please a woman again,” I whispered to her.


She laughed and bit my ear lightly. “I’d have ruined you for other women,” she assured me. “Don’t forget to call me often,” she begged. “I’ll miss you terribly.”


“You need to find a new dance partner yourself,” I told her. “I don’t want you to sit at home all the time.”


She laughed. “So you’re gonna be MY Guardian Angel now?”


“It’s time we both started living again,” I said ardently. “I want you to find someone and maybe come up with a last-minute ankle-biter of your own.”


She smiled at me and patted my cheek. “Being a mother is one that I missed out on,” she told me with a rueful shrug. “I stopped about a year ago. Maybe God was telling me that the son for me had already arrived.”


I hugged her tighter and she held me just as hard. I finally had to let her go, but I kind of wanted to delay my departure now that we were talking about it. “You’d better believe it,” I told her. “You’re stuck with me now.”


“Good,” she said. “When you meet your special lady, I want to be invited to the wedding.”


“You’d better be there,” I smiled and kissed her very gently on the lips. “I love you, Rosa,” I told her tearfully.


“I love you too, Peter,” she said. She’d always called me Ham, but this was a very special morning. She shooed me off to shower, change and finish packing while she worked around the house. She had some students that were coming in the next few days, so I didn’t have to worry that she’d be alone. She was only taking on women this year, claiming that they were less trouble. I was relieved about that. I didn’t like the thought of not being here if she had trouble with one of the tenants.


I showered and cleaned up the shower afterwards. I started the washer as soon as the towels were ready to go in and then got dressed and looked through the rest of the house for anything I might have missed. I knew Rosa would take care of me and send along anything I missed, but I wanted the place to be ready for her to move someone in right away. I put the towels in the dryer and then started taking the last of my bags out to the truck. I brought the keys back to the house and told her I’d left the dryer running with the last towels I’d used.


“You didn’t have to do that!” she said. “I was going in later today to strip the bed and wash the sheets anyway.”


“Crap! I meant to do that!” I berated myself. “Sorry to leave that with you,” I told her. “Also, I left my waffle-iron in the kitchen. Don’t send it to me. I left it here on purpose.”


She nodded. “Okay,” she said and kissed my cheek, wiping away the lipstick when she pulled back, just like a mother would. “Get on the road and call me when you get where you’re going tonight so I don’t worry.”


I smiled and hugged her one last time. “We should have had this talk months ago,” I said.


“Yeah,” she admitted. “But we’ll have plenty of time to catch up later,” she promised.


After that, I had to go. She had Mike and Mary’s new address and the phone number there. I got on the road and immediately wished I wasn’t leaving. I turned on the radio and listened to take my mind off saying goodbye to a sweet lady who’d become very important to me this past year. After a while, I stopped being sad about it and looked forward to seeing the kids again and their parents to a slightly lesser extent. I made it through to Jackson, Mississippi that night. I called Rosa to let her know I’d made it safely and then called Mike to let him know the same thing.


“You’re practically next door!” Mike told me. “You couldn’t drive another three hours?”


“I could,” I chuckled. “I’m taking my time though. The drive’s been pretty good. I’ll leave early tomorrow and be there for lunch,” I promised.


“Alright,” he said. “We’ll have your room ready when you get here and after lunch, I’ll put you to work.”


“So much for my vacation,” I said with a laugh.


“I’ve been waiting for you before I do a lot of the drywall,” he admitted. “The place looks like a disaster zone right now, but I’ve done a lot of the work already.”


“Okay,” I said. “Does Mary have a place to take the kids while we work? Sheet-rock dust can’t be good for them.”


“Of course,” he said, disappointed I hadn’t thought he’d think of it. “We’re still renting the old apartment for now. We’re hoping to be into the house at the end of the month with some regular help.”


“Gotcha,” I laughed. “Slave labor, reporting for duty.”


“Now you’re catching on,” he told me.


We hung up and I called Linda after a moment’s hesitation. She knew I was done in Austin, but not that I was on the road at the moment. I told her that and caught her up on a few things. I didn’t tell her how close I’d gotten with Rosa in the past couple of weeks, but she knew that I’d been closer to her since the weekend she’d come to see me.


We talked for about twenty minutes and then I settled back to watch some movies on my laptop and then I turned in early.


I was checked out and back on the road before the sun rose the next morning. I was glad to have my sunglasses because as soon as the sun crested the horizon, it was like a laser beam right into the back of my skull. I got into Birmingham and went to the apartment first to drop off my clothes. Mike and Mary were both surprised to see me so early and came to hug me tightly before I could collect hugs from the kids. I took a moment to call Rosa and let her know I’d arrived safe and she told me to keep calling her so she’d know I was doing okay.


I’d brought presents for the kids, but those were packed in my luggage, so they’d have to wait for tonight.


“We weren’t expecting you until later,” Mary told me.


“I got an early start,” I told them. “Mike was whining about how much work there was, so I’m here to save the day.”


He punched me in the arm and called me a name that Sabrina immediately copied. Mary was not amused. We got out of there and I followed him to the new place so we could start working. It turned out that the house was in good shape for me to wire everything. Mike really had ripped out most of the old sheet-rock to install new insulation, upgrade the wiring and replace anything that didn’t look right when he gave it the stink-eye. I’d also been doing this for a year, so the installation went pretty quickly. I had it wired in a couple of hours.


“Fuck!” he said when I was done. “That was fast.”


“We did three hundred houses this past year,” I told him. “I could do this in my sleep.”


He nodded and we got to work on the rest of what he needed to do. Mary called us for lunch and we locked up the house. We left my truck there and drove back together.


“You look like you’re more comfortable on the job site than in a desk chair,” he commented on the way home.


“Maybe so, but It’d be a nice change to do something with my degree,” I said lightly. I was taking the opportunity to look around as we drove, getting a first look at some of the things that had changed since I’d lived here.


“You also seem more relaxed than when you left. What’s that about?”


“That’s some news I have for after the kids go to sleep tonight,” I told him.


“Are you sure you’re gonna be okay with them in with you?” he asked.


“Yeah,” I said. “I haven’t seen them in ages. I want to be close to them.”


He nodded and we drove in silence after that. We had a nice lunch. Mary had made soup and sandwiches for us, she’d strained the kids’ soup so there was nothing for them to choke on and she was feeding them when we came in. The kids were generally well-behaved, but the arrival of Daddy made them hyper and Mary had a Hell of a time getting them to settle down and eat. Fortunately, that wore them out for their afternoon nap, giving Mary a little time to relax before they resumed their siege.


We got back to work and managed to get a lot done. Mike looked pleased. He also looked relieved.


“What’s wrong?” I asked him late in the day as we were installing sheet-rock in Petey’s room.


“I’ve been trying to get this done,” he said. “Things are a little tight with us paying for the apartment and the house. I’ll be glad when we can let go of the apartment.”


I nodded. “Mary back to work yet?” I asked.


“No,” he said, his tone telling me that there was more going on than just stretched finances.


“Okaaaay!” I said awkwardly. “Something wrong?”


He sighed. “With everything that’s going on, our sex life hasn’t been what it used to be,” he admitted. “It’s starting to get old.”


“Poor muffin,” I said dryly. “My last sex was with Linda and you know how long ago that was. You knew she was gonna be slow to get her libido back after the kids, right?”


“How do YOU know about her libido?!!?” he wanted to know.


“Internet,” I answered. “Her body’s still healing. She launched a pair of footballs out of her vagina. It definitely left some damage. You guys are also overwhelmed. Once we’re moved in here, I can be babysitter for a while. That should help you get some pants-off romance.”


“That’d be nice,” he admitted. “So you and Sabrina never...”


“That night was gonna be our first,” I told him, working steadily.


“Oh,” he said. “So, you didn’t get a little revenge when Linda came to visit?”


“Nope. Wasn’t even tempted. I think Billy was frantic that I might give her some deep love, but there’s none for her.”


“Good call on that,” he said. “Even if you hate his guts, if you’d tapped that, you’d be as guilty as he was.”


We got back to work after that and finished with the sheet-rock in both kids’ rooms before it was time to call it a day.


We went back to the apartment and got showered and changed. I snagged the bathroom first and went to pick up dinner while Mike was getting cleaned up. I got barbecue and the five of us sat down with Mommy and Daddy each feeding little bits to one of the kids. They grinned at me as they ate, excited to have me back.


After dinner, they got their presents, a pair of stuffed cows that I’d gotten at a restaurant in Austin that was supposed to be famous for their beef. They were put to bed not long after that and the grown-ups settled down with some drinks to talk. Mary was nursing a glass of wine, I had a beer and Mike mixed himself a rum and Coke, offering me one.


“No, thanks,” I said. “I gave it up.”


“Since when?” he asked with a snort.


I shrugged. “You remember when Linda came to visit me?” I asked.


“Yeah,” he said, coming back with his drink and sitting with Mary. I was glad to see her curl up with him. What he’d said earlier made me worry about their marriage.


“Well, I told you I had some more news, but that I wasn’t talking about it on the phone,” I reminded him.


“Yeah, I remember that now. You were pretty cryptic about it.”


I nodded. “I got a visit from Sabrina,” I told them. Mary fixed me with an interested stare.


“What did she say this time?” she asked, wondering how this news was different.


“She said some of the same things,” I admitted. “I really wasn’t making a fair attempt to get out there and find someone and she called me on it. I asked her about Linda and she suggested that I let it go. It’s been six years now and if she’s put up with Billy for this long, they really are in love.”


She nodded. “That’s not terrible advice, but it’s only part of why you hate them now.”


I nodded. “She had some things to say about that night too,” I said. “She reminded me that if she’d checked the intersection, we would have avoided the accident. She said she was distracted though. She was in love and focused on me. She told me that’s how the accident happened. She was focused on me, Billy was focused on Linda and we both entered the intersection at the same time, in a hurry to get home.”


Mary nodded. “Does that mean you’re in the mood to forgive Billy?” she asked.


“I dunno,” I admitted. “She told me that if it had been you guys in the truck and not Billy and Linda, I’d have already gotten over it. She said I’d have forgiven just about anyone in the world except Billy. It was a lot to think about.”


Mike nodded. “So where does that leave them?” he asked.


“I talk to Linda from time to time,” I said. “I don’t feel quite the same surge of rage when I think about Billy either. I don’t know if that’s the beginning of forgiving them or the final product, but it’s a pretty big step.”


“Yeah,” Mary said. “But what does that have to do with you not drinking?”


I told them about the rest of the dream, about Sabrina picking up the bottle and taking it with her when she left and about not being able to find the bottle after that. “I searched for a month solid and it never turned up. I moved the furniture, searched the trash, checked every nook and cranny and it’s just gone.”


“And no one else was there?” Mike asked.


I shook my head. “The apartment was locked from the inside.”


“Spooky,” he commented wisely. “So that means you’ve sworn off the hard stuff, huh?”


“Yep,” I confirmed. “She asked me to stop, so I gave it up.”


“You were drinking a fair bit?” Mary asked sympathetically.


“Not really,” I said. “Once or twice a month I’d sit down and drink with memories.”


She nodded. “That’s still troubling that you were drinking alone.”


“I guess she thought so too,” I agreed. “In any case, Linda didn’t believe in that sort of thing before, but seeing the change in me overnight makes her consider it.”


We sat up and talked for a while longer and then I called it a night. I told them that I’d handle the kids overnight and they should try to sleep.


I was up several times through the night, with one or the other, but I was glad to do it. I changed muddy diapers, soothed nightmares and sang softly to get them to stop fussing and go back to sleep. In the morning, I turned the kids over to Mary so I could start working on the house while Mike was at work. We still had a lot of work before we could move in and I intended to get as much of it done as I could. I finished putting up sheet-rock in the other three bedrooms and started working in the rest of the house. Mike had walked me through his plans and we were behind the eight-ball. I sank into the work and only paused to answer my phone when it rang.


“You coming home for lunch?” Mary asked. I looked at the time and realized that I should have brought something to eat.


“Yeah,” I said. “I lost track of the time, but I’ll be right there,” I promised.


I locked up, drove back to the apartment and Mary put a plate of leftover barbecue in front of me before sitting with me. “Thanks, Mary,” I said. “You’ve got a lot to do with the kids. I appreciate you taking the time to make sure I’m eating.”


She nodded. “The kids are a handful, but I can still see to meals between making sure they haven’t discovered fire on their own.”


I chuckled at that. “How’re things going?” I asked. I’d heard from Mike, I assumed Mary had gripes too.


“We’re doing okay. Mike’s stressed about money, but with you here, we’ll be able to get the house together and that’ll help,” she admitted.


I nodded. “I’ll help with bills too, just like before. I don’t intend to let you two pay for everything.”


“Well, we could use a little extra help with the groceries,” she told me. That was troubling. If they were cutting corners on food, money was more than tight.


“How bad is it, Mary?” I asked quietly.


“It’ll be okay once I can get back to work, but I can’t do that right now. We can’t afford day care until I’m back to work and I can’t go back to work and leave the kids alone. We could probably pay for it once we’re in the house, but we’re probably going to have to wait until next month before we can get in there.”


“Maybe not,” I said lightly. “If you can hold out another couple of weeks with the kids, Mike and I can get a lot done. I’ll take some time in the evenings, starting tomorrow, but tonight, once Mike gets home, you and I are going for groceries on my tab.”


She nodded. “The past few months have been pretty rough.”


“Damn it! Why didn’t you guys say something?!!?” I blurted. “I’ve been sitting on money that you could have used to get the house in order. We’re family, Mary. When I needed someone, you were both there for me. You had to know I wanted to be here for you.”


She looked ashamed, but nodded. “I know. I wanted to, but Mike had it in his head that we still needed to be strong for you. He worries a lot about you. He thought you’d start to worry that things were worse than they are. He didn’t want you to worry that home was in trouble.”


I nodded. “Okay,” I said, thinking about the problem. “What do we need?”


“What do you mean?” she asked.


“We need to get the kids into daycare. Are there bills to catch up on?” I asked.


“A few, but nothing alarming,” she admitted.


“Tomorrow, we’ll go enroll the kids so you can get back to work,” I told her. “That’s good for you too. It has to be hard having no time away from them.”


She nodded. “You’d be willing to do that for us?” she asked, uncertainly.


“Mary, you guys are my family,” I told her. “When Sabrina died, you took me in and brought me with you when you moved here. You didn’t have to, but you made a commitment to keep me with you. If I can toss a couple of bucks on the pile to help get your new home set up, then I’m glad to do it. I’ll bring my checkbook and we’ll get the kids enrolled right away. We’re going to go shopping for everything you need tonight.”


“Okay,” she said quietly. I was getting a clearer picture of what was going on. Mike’s irritation that she wasn’t back to work yet made more sense in light of the money problems.


When lunch was finished, I hugged her and the kids and went back to work. I was still at it when Mike stopped in on his way home. “Looks good,” he said, taking a glance at what I’d accomplished. “I think we’re gonna be able to move in at the end of the month,” he said optimistically. I thought that was overly ambitious, given that we still had so much work to do.


“I’ll do what I can to get everything done,” I told him. “There’s still a lot to do, though.”


“Not to worry,” he said. “Let’s go eat and then we’ll come back and tackle some more.”


“Not tonight,” I said. “I promised Mary that I’d go for groceries with her.”


He didn’t look happy about that, but nodded. “She knows what we need to get,” he said.


I nodded. “Then tomorrow, we’re taking the kids to enroll in daycare. Once she’s back to work, I’ll be here morning, noon and night.”


“We can’t afford daycare until after we move in here,” he said, irritated. “She KNOWS that.”


“So do I,” I told him. “I’m paying the deposit and whatever they need in fees tomorrow,” I told him. “I’m buying the groceries tonight too, so if there’s anything you want in goodies, write it down.”


“Pete, that’s too much!” he argued.


“Mike, this house is home for me too,” I told him. “You guys are my family. It hurts that you haven’t been telling me that things are tight. I could have helped. I WANTED to help. If you need to pay it back down the road, I guess that’s okay, but like I said to Mary at lunch, you guys brought me with you when you moved here. You didn’t have to do that and I was grateful that you did. Now it’s my turn to pay you back a little. Spend the evening with your kids, let me fill the kitchen and then tomorrow, we’ll get the kids into daycare so things can get back above water for you.”


He nodded and pulled me into a hug. “Thanks,” he said softly. “It’s been kind of eating at me, you know?”


“Yeah,” I said. “I could kind of hear it in your voice yesterday. Mary’s been under the same stress. Once she’s back to work and the money is coming in, you guys will probably start feeling more like having sex again.”


“Did she mention that?” he asked.


“Nope. You’re the only one who brought it up. She might have been putting you off because she was afraid of getting pregnant again. You can’t handle more kids right now.”


He nodded and I could tell that this was a huge weight off his mind. We went home and had a simple dinner of mashed potatoes and sausages before Mary and I said goodbye and took her car to shop for what she thought we could use for the week.


“I start back to work on Monday,” she told me as we shopped, each of us filling a cart. “I called the clinic this afternoon and they were glad to hear from me. They have another hygienist going out for surgery at the end of the month. It’s sort of perfect timing. If we’d waited until we were out of the apartment, I might have had to look somewhere else or take part time.”


“I’m glad I could help,” I said, meaning it.


We stocked up on a lot of staples that she said they were low on and managed to spend an obscene amount at the Walmart Super-Center. We brought the groceries home and put them away, Mike shaking his head at the amount that we’d bought. It was a good feeling to give back to them after all they’d done for me.


I still wanted to kick Mike for not telling me about the problem in the first place, but we were past that now, so I was happy to just let it go.


It took all of an hour for us to get the kids into daycare and they took them right away. They fussed at first, but soon they were socializing with the other kids and we were mostly forgotten. I got a big hug and a kiss on the cheek for doing this and when we got home, we both changed and went to the house to work. Mary was capable of helping some, but mostly she swept up while I did the work. She hadn’t seen the house since the renovations started and she was amazed at the progress. I started to spackle the kids’ rooms so they’d be dried enough to sand by the weekend. I still needed Mike’s help to put the sheet-rock on the ceilings in the other rooms and then we could work on them too. I thought that we could start painting next week and suddenly, the job seemed like it was attainable.


We had a pleasant lunch and then went back to work. I had the kids rooms ready for sanding once things dried and we started to work on other things that I thought the two of us could handle. We went to get the kids at the end of the day and then Mike and I spent the evening on the things that she couldn’t handle with me.


That was the pattern for the rest of the month. I’d work at the house day and night, Mike would join me in the evenings while Mary picked up the kids. I made sure to be home in time to make dinner for all of us so Mary didn’t have to and the weekends were Mike and I all day. We managed to get the house ready enough to move in at the end of the month. There were still things that we needed time to finish, but those could be handled a little at a time. For example, my room was still bare sheet-rock. It was spackled and sanded, but we’d skipped painting it in favor of getting the rest of the house ready to move in. We also hadn’t touched the basement, which Mike had wanted for a game-room, bar and TV room away from the kids.


Those were projects that we handled over time, but we managed to make the big deadline and that took even more pressure off of Mike and Mary. Now that the panic was done, I started living a little. I started going out during the days, searching for a job locally, but also trying to keep my commitment to success, as Sabrina had put it.


I got a few nibbles from prospective employers, but nothing that amounted to much. They were looking for someone with more experience in the field. I had a year of operating and installing system automation in high-tech homes and a year in IT here in town, but the job market was turning into a depressing game of employers asking for top-tier talent and offering pennies on the dollar for what they were going to make off of our work.


Chapter 9


I was starting to think about starting my own company and offering my services on a consulting basis instead of trying to find work when I checked my email and found a note from Linda’s friend, Eve. I’d heard from her a few times since Linda’s visit. The first contact had been her congratulations on making it hard to track me. I thanked her and told her that if I’d known I was in a game of hide and go seek, I’d have made it even harder. After that, there’d been a bit of a flirty conversation and then nothing for a while.


The second time I heard from her, she sent me a listing for a job with a company that was working in Kandahar. The money looked good, but I was leery of any job where I had to wear body armor and bombings were a way of life.


After that, she sent me a few gag jobs, one for a high school computer science teacher. I told her that I’d take another look at the Kandahar job. The kind of bombs that you found in high schools blew up over nine months and amputated your paycheck. That got me some laughter and a picture of an extremely innocent looking girl in a slutty schoolgirl costume. She was fully clothed and there was nothing overtly sexual about it, but the innocent expression on her face and the big, trusting eyes, combined with the plaid skirt and white blouse was arousing. I asked if that was a self-portrait and she stopped messaging me back. I’d figured I’d offended her and that was the end of it. I’d thought about apologizing a few times, but I hadn’t really done anything wrong. We were bantering back and forth and suddenly she stopped.


Today’s email though was interesting. She suggested that I attend a conference in LA later in the month for cyber-security. That wasn’t really my specialty, but she knew that. It WAS her specialty though. I sent her off a quick email asking her for information on the dates, fees, contact for registration and what hotels they were using for the conference.


I figured I’d hear from her sometime overnight, but I didn’t even have my laptop closed when she was sending a reply back. I looked over the details and thought that while it was out of my wheelhouse, I might want to branch out and start shifting my focus. I messaged the conference organizers and explained that I’d been asked to attend by a colleague and that I was interested in registration. I was sent a set of forms to fill out and return. I paid the registration cost, booked a hotel and a flight and got my plans for the conference settled. I sent Eve back a message that I was registered and I’d see her there.


I went about my business and told everyone about my plans. Mike and Mary were both supportive. Rosa was interested and Linda said that she’d talk to Eve about the week-long conference.


I was still working around the house and around the basement in particular, so I wasn’t moping around, getting in the way. Mary drove me to the airport that morning and I was nervous and excited. I wasn’t sure how much I’d get out of the conference and I wasn’t sure how I’d fit with Eve, but I was looking forward to both.


I was a day early for the conference, but most people were here already. My trouble started when I got to the hotel.


“What do you mean, you don’t have a booking for me?” I asked. “I paid for the room weeks ago.” I pulled out the receipt and passed it to him. He looked it up in the computer and shook his head.


“I’m sorry, Sir, there appears to be some sort of a mistake. That reservation is listed as canceled.”


“Well, I didn’t cancel it and didn’t give anyone authorization to cancel it,” I told him.


“I apologize, Sir. I’m not certain how this happened,” he said, frowning at the screen.


I took out my phone and accessed my banking app, checking my account and no, the money hadn’t been returned to my account. I told him that and he looked sheepishly at me.


“The room was originally booked for a no refund rate,” he informed me.


I was directed to a manager and the whole thing turned into a nightmare. I was stood there in the lobby for a couple of hours while they tried to convince me that I was simply out the $1200 I’d paid for my hotel for the conference. In the end, I called the conference organizers and told them what was going on and that it looked like I wouldn’t be able to attend because of the problem.


“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” came the reply through the phone. I stood fuming, humiliated and angry. I was starting to feel like my head was going to explode. Just as I was about to say fuck it and walk away, an older man approached the desk and asked for his reservation. He was processed though with disgusting ease and I was infuriated all over again.


When he got his room card, instead of heading for the elevators, he came and handed me the key. “Mr. Hamilton,” he said. “My name’s Greg Martin. We spoke on the phone. If you’ll let me show you to your room, I’ll explain what happened.”


I looked at him warily, but took the card from him. The hotel staff were watching with some interest, so I let him lead me to the elevators. The room he brought me to was better than the one that I’d originally booked, I noticed.


“I apologize profusely,” he said as soon as we were in the room. “It’s something of a tradition for us to do this every year. It’s an exercise in showing how easy it is for security breaches to affect every day life. If you hadn’t been a first-time attendee, you’d have known about it. Usually, the attendee calls us right away and we get them to their new booking right away. I’m embarrassed that this happened. When we hadn’t heard, we assumed that you’d discovered our joke and had decided to straighten it out yourself. We didn’t realize that you’d been fighting to get your booking reinstated all this time. You have my sincerest apologies.”


I nodded. I was at a conference about cyber-security. I’d just learned a valuable lesson in how much faith we put in the system. “I appreciate your candor, Mr. Martin,” I told him. “To be honest, cyber-security hasn’t been my focus, but I was encouraged to attend and the job market in my own field has convinced me that I might want to shift my focus.”


He asked me some questions about my training and experience and seemed to like what he heard. “Some people just use the conference to network and make contacts,” he admitted. “There’s a lot of white-hat hackers here this week. They’re never a bad group to make friends with. You need to be prepared for them to know everything about your online life though. They’ll figure out who you email, what porn you watch, how often you check Facebook, everything. You might also want to put a piece of tape over your webcam. Some of them really will go that far.”


I nodded. “So the hotel doesn’t give you grief about crawling into their booking system every year?” I asked, interested.


“It’s great for them,” he said. “We test their security for them and provide them with a detailed report of how we breached their security and in exchange, we get to book a suite for one conference attendee and their money is refunded. Your account will be refunded before you leave the conference. A normal consulting for something like this costs more than double what they lose on the rooms.”


I nodded. “That’s interesting,” I admitted. “I’d probably be a little more jovial about it if I’d been in on the joke about three hours ago, but it’s an eloquent way to show how important security is.”


He looked relieved to hear me say that. “That’s why we do it,” he confirmed to me. “Thanks for being a good sport about it. In years past, some of the attendees have been irate for days. Sometimes it sparks follow-up pranks from the other people. One year, they reprogrammed a laptop to scream obscenities whenever the owner typed a letter. They’d recorded his voice all week and his own voice would scream insults at him no matter what he did.”


I laughed about that. “Sounds like it’s better to laugh it off than scream it out.”


He nodded and promised me that the rest of the conference should go smoothly for me. He told me that I’d be mentioned in the opening lecture because of the exercise, but that it wouldn’t revolve around me.


He was right in one sense. I didn’t have any problems. I attended lectures and workshops and seminars and thought I learned more this week that I did in my last semester at college. I made contacts and even a couple of friends, but Eve never showed up. I expected her to find me the first day. When she didn’t, I went to dinner with a group of people to keep talking shop. The second day, I was so wrapped up that I barely noticed until dinner. I ate alone in a restaurant close to the hotel and wondered when she was going to pounce.


It was the fourth day of the conference when I decided that she wasn’t going to introduce herself. She knew who I was, had access to whatever materials Linda had, like high school yearbooks and the pictures my mother had strewn about the house. She knew what I looked like. I had no idea who she was or what she looked like other than her first name. I decided that there was really nothing that I could do about it, so I focused on the conference and soaked up what I could. I spent time in groups talking about the latest word, asked questions about the best way for me to get from where I was to the point where I could work in security instead of network administration and got names of schools, suggestions of books and promises for help along the way.


The last day of the conference, I managed to say goodbye to most of the people that I’d met here. They’d accepted me as one of their own, or more to the point, like a little brother that they were teaching about life. I think they liked the idea of converting a sysadmin to their way of thinking.


That night, I had a hundred emails from people I’d met here to offer more advice or just to touch base. Eve had been silent all week. I decided to leave it alone. If she didn’t want to talk, I wasn’t forcing the issue. I did ask to be added to the mailing list for next year’s conference and made plans to catch my flight the next day.


I checked out and caught a shuttle to the airport, riding with a few people from the conference. We were still talking about hacking when we had to split up to get to our respective gates. We shook hands and promised to see each other next year.


The flight home gave me a lot of time to think. I alternated between thinking about the conference, Eve, my job search, Mike and Mary, the kids and a dozen other things. It was a long day, spent on planes. We flew to Dallas where I changed planes for the last leg of the trip, caught a quick bite while waiting for my boarding call and turned on my phone briefly to check for missed calls.


I called Mary back and told her not to pick me up. I’d get a cab from the airport since I was getting in late. I hadn’t had any other messages that couldn’t wait. My email was still lighting up from the conference and I was getting a lot of leads on jobs now.


I landed in Birmingham just after midnight and after a stop at baggage claim, I was in a cab just before 1AM. I went home and checked on the kids briefly before I went to bed myself.


I didn’t hear from Eve that week, but I spent a lot of time following up on job offers. I finally decided on a network administration job for a company that did security consulting. I thought security was an increasingly interesting field. The only hitch was that the job was in LA. I’d be leaving the family again and this time it was going to be long-term.


I talked to Mike and Mary about my concerns and they were supportive. “It’s not necessarily forever,” Mike told me. “Go out there, do the job for a couple of years and then you’ll have enough experience to find something closer to home,” he said. “Or you could find that LA is home after a few years out there.”


I nodded reluctantly. “Are you guys gonna be alright if I go?” I asked, expressing my other concern.


“We’re good,” Mary told me. “The house is nearly done and Mike can handle the rest himself. I don’t want you to hold back because of us.”


I frowned at that. “I don’t want you to keep me in the dark if things aren’t okay,” I countered.


“I think Mike has learned his lesson,” she said primly, patting his hand. With her back to work, the stress in their relationship had eased and they were back to the loving couple that they’d been before.


I finally agreed and the next day, I accepted the job. I talked to Rosa about it and she was ecstatic that I was going to be working. LA was much farther away, so she wasn’t thrilled about that, but she hoped that I’d be able to move somewhere closer once I’d been with the company for a while.


I finally called Linda and told her that I was taking a job in LA. She was supportive, but then she brought up the subject that I’d known was coming.


“Eve said you haven’t talked to her since the conference,” she said gently. “What’s going on? She says that nothing happened, but I don’t think she’s telling me the whole story.”


“She stood me up,” I told her. “I went to the conference on her invitation. It was a conference for cyber-security, which is her specialty. I went there to see her. She never showed. I’d thought about what you said about her and I having a lot in common and decided to give it a chance. I don’t know what happened on her end, but I was waiting for her to find me. I know fuck-all about her. She’s been tracking me for years. I figured that she’d find me at the conference and we’d see if we hit it off. Instead, I attended alone and she hasn’t messaged me since to tell me what happened.”


“Oh,” she said quietly. “She probably got cold feet,” she said, trying to put the best face on it.


“That’s what I figured,” I said. “It would have been nice to have a guide for the thing, but it’s no big deal. I managed.”


“If I can get her head on straight, would you talk to her?” she asked.


“I never stopped talking to her,” I said. “After the conference, I figured she wasn’t interested and I left it alone. I don’t think it matters though. I’m moving to LA. I’m not gonna be much closer to Denver than I am right now.”


She sighed. “Just let me talk to her and see what she says?”


“Not a problem,” I told her. “I don’t see us getting together though. She seems to like to play games and I’m not interested in getting jerked around.”


That seemed to upset her. “Damn it!” she swore softly. “I’ll straighten her out, Ham,” she promised and we said goodbye.


I was scheduled to start in three weeks, so I got myself ready and said goodbye to everyone before I got in my truck. I was driving so I could take a side-trip to Austin on the way through. I hadn’t told Rosa I was doing that. I wanted it to be a surprise.


I drove straight through to Waco that first night. I could have made it to Rosa’s driveway, but I wasn’t dropping in on her that late and unannounced. The next morning, I checked out of the motel and drove down the road to Austin, pulling into her driveway just in time for breakfast. I rang the doorbell and a pretty young girl answered. I’d guess she was about nineteen at a glance, but I didn’t more than glance.


“Hi,” I said. “I’m looking for Mrs. Sanchez,” I told her.


“Sorry, she doesn’t rent to guys,” she told me and started to close the door.


I put my hand on the door to keep it open. “Wait,” I said. “I know she doesn’t rent to guys. I’m a friend. I’m passing through the area and wanted to see her.”


She looked worried when I put my hand on the door, but calmed down when I explained. “Oh,” she said. “Okay, come on in. She’s in the kitchen.”


I took off my shoes when she let me in and she led the way inside. “Mrs. S.” she said, disappearing into the kitchen. “There’s a guy here to see you. Says he’s a friend.”


They had a brief conversation as I set my shoes aside and started toward the kitchen. She came out into the hall, looking concerned about who would be calling so early and her face lit up when she saw me. “HAM!” she screamed and wrapped her arms around me, hugging me like she hadn’t seen me in years instead of the few months that it had been.


When she was done with the hug, she pulled my face down and kissed me very thoroughly before hugging me again. By this point, we’d attracted a bit of an audience and a couple of giggles alerted us that we were being watched.


I was introduced all around to the three girls she had rooming with her. They seemed like nice girls and I was glad that Rosa was sticking to her rule about only accepting girls.


“What are you doing here?!” she asked when she had me seated at the breakfast table. I noticed that the girls were helping out with breakfast a lot and I was brought coffee and juice and toast while the rest of breakfast was prepared. It was nice, if a little overwhelming.


“I took that job in LA,” I reminded her. “I could have flown, but I decided to take my truck so I could stop in and see you.”


“You came all this way to see me?!” she blurted. “Austin’s not on the way to LA.” She had a hold on my arm and was drinking in the sight of me with a watery smile on her face.


“No, but the route would have taken me through Dallas. I’d have been ashamed of myself if I hadn’t taken the time to stop in and spend some time with you.”


She smiled gratefully and I returned it, suddenly glad that I’d made this decision rather than fly.


“How long can you stay?” she asked hopefully.


“I have some time,” I assured her. “I start work in just under three weeks. I have an apartment waiting for me out there, but I have to get some furniture and set up the place.”


She nodded. “Stay a couple of days?” she asked. “Your apartment is just how you left it.”


“Really?” I asked, glancing at the backyard where the garage was. “I figured one of the girls would have taken it over.”


“Nope,” she said. “I always told them that was my son’s place when he came to town.”


I smiled at that and gripped her hand. “God! I’ve missed you,” I told her affectionately. She blushed at that and gripped my hand too.


Breakfast got served and I got to know the girls a little more. I found out that one of them was in computer sciences and told her about the difficulty I’d had in breaking into my field. I suggested she look into a career in security and told her about the conference I’d attended recently.


After breakfast, Rosa asked me if I’d thought to bring my tools with me and I asked what she needed done. She put me to work on some nagging repairs and kept me company, chatting while the girls studied or relaxed.


“So, still no Mrs. Ham?” she asked, making me laugh out loud.


“Yeah, you’re definitely my mother. No, no grandchildren yet,” I told her, amused. “I was sort of interested in someone for a while, but it didn’t work out.”


She asked me about it and I told her about Eve and getting stood up at the conference. She shrugged. “She’ll realize that she let a good man get away,” she said. “Maybe she’ll figure it out in time to catch up to you or maybe she’ll only realize it when it’s too late.”


I shrugged as I stood on the ladder, repairing her gutters where they’d started to pull away from the roof. “Maybe I’m not what she’s looking for in a guy,” I said lightly. “Hell, she may be more attracted to girls and I was misled.”


“I suppose that’s possible,” Rosa admitted. “Is that a problem for you?”


“Not really,” I said lightly. “I guess people should do what makes them happy. It would suck to find out from the person I was in love with that I was rejected on the basis of having the wrong parts for her, but at the same time, I’d have to deliver the same news if a guy told me he wanted me.”


She nodded. “Well, I hope that’s not the case,” she said and stood, steadying the ladder and looking up at me as I made sure that everything was secure.


That’s how we spent the day, with her keeping me company while she had me handle a dozen little tasks that I wouldn’t have wanted her looking after. She talked me into staying two nights so that we could go out dancing tomorrow night. I smiled, remembering the last time we went out dancing. “So does that mean we’re going to end up curled up together tomorrow night?” I asked playfully. “I remember how our last dancing date went.”


“I’ll try not to drink so much,” she said with a chuckle.


“I’ll try not to snore so much,” I promised and we both laughed. “I don’t have to use the apartment, you know,” I pointed out.


“I think I might like having you here too much if you spent two nights with me,” she countered.


I looked at her and climbed back down. I had to move the ladder, but I also wanted to talk to her about this. “I stand by my statement that I can’t think of anyone I’d rather rediscover sex with,” I told her.


“You still haven’t gotten back in the saddle?” she asked surprised.


“Nope,” I confirmed. “I didn’t stop looking, but it looks like LA is gonna be home. Might have found someone in Birmingham if I’d been there long enough, but it is what it is.”


“You promised you weren’t going to stop trying,” she chided me.


“And I haven’t,” I promised her. “When I got back to Birmingham, my brother was in a bit of a jam. He bought a house, but it needed renovations before they could move in. With two babies, he couldn’t move in until most of them were done. Money was tight and he and his wife were starting to come unglued with worry. So I had to step up and get a lot of the work done while he was at work during the day. I started talking to the woman that invited me to the conference and thought that might be worthwhile, but she stood me up. Once I get out to LA, I’ll get back to looking around.”


She nodded. “So long as you haven’t given up,” she said and we got back to work. In addition to the gutters, there was some siding that needed work, a leaky faucet in her bathroom, a stump I used my truck to pull out, a cracked pane in one of the basement windows and a loose board on the basement stairs. None of it was anything major, but it was all little things I wouldn’t have wanted her to handle on her own.


We had dinner with the girls and then they were off to some college function and the two of us were on our own. She’d never answered my final word on spending the night with her, but instead, she got me the apartment key and patted my cheek fondly. “If you left your door unlocked, one of the girls might sneak up to make sure you’re tucked in properly,” she teased me.


“Not you though?” I asked, teasing her back.


“Not me,” she agreed. I nodded and then gave her a very tender hug before I went to get my travel bag and take it up to the apartment. I intended to do a load of laundry before I left again, but I’d do that tomorrow night before I left. I was told that breakfast would be served in the main kitchen since there was only a few stray beers kicking around the fridge upstairs.


I fixed the beer problem, recognizing the last four beers from the half-case I’d brought home from work.


That night, I’d left the door unlocked, but none of the girls were brave enough to creep up the stairs. I went to bed and slept like I was at home. Part of me thought that I really was.


The next day, I spent some time with Lizzy, the girl who was going into computer sciences and gave her a little of the mentoring that I wished I’d had at her age. I asked her how far she was planning on going and told her I had a Masters and was having trouble finding work. I also told her to make contacts in her class and when she got out in the field.


“I found this job through talking to people at the conference. If you have the option to go to a thing like that, go. The people you meet can be a big help. You have to meet them though.”


She nodded and asked me if I’d recommend her for the conference next year. “I’d really like to go and see what it’s like. It sounds like it changed your life.”


“It kind of did,” I agreed. “Give me your email and I’ll keep you informed. I’ll also send it off to the organizers. Be warned, they start the conference with a joke every year. They hack into the hotel and cancel one reservation. If you get there to check in and they tell you it’s canceled, call the organizers right away. They’ve got a suite booked for you. They do that to demonstrate how important security is. I was last year’s dupe, only no one had warned me, so I argued with the hotel staff for three hours before I got in touch with the coordinators to let them know.”


She laughed at that. “That’s terrible, but it’s funny.”


I nodded. “It helped demonstrate how quickly things get out of control when our computer systems are compromised.”


After lunch, I took Rosa shopping and I talked her into barbecue for supper. There was a restaurant I loved here in Austin and I missed their stuff even though barbecue is stellar all over the South. We brought back a mess of Texas’ best and the five of us made a mess of ourselves before I was sent off to get ready to take Rosa out dancing. Lizzy wanted to join us, but the other girls had a house party to go to that they were more interested in. The way they were dressed, I was kind of interested in going too, but I kept my eyes in my head and took Lizzy and Rosa dancing without a backwards glance.


Rosa was in high spirits and I danced with both girls all night. I stuck to beer and Lizzy was too young to drink, so Rosa was the only one to get herself a little tipsy. True to her word, she kept her head this time and I suspected that part of her drinking the last time was that she was sad to see me go. This time, she was more certain that I’d be back to visit, so she was more happy.


We danced and talked and finally called it a night when the bar closed. We got home and I said goodnight to the girls, giving them each a hug before I retreated to the apartment. I didn’t bother to lock the door again tonight and stripped down to nothing before I started the laundry I was planning. I waited until the washer was done and then transferred everything to the dryer and went to bed, not bothering with shorts. I’d get showered and dressed in the morning.


If this were a Penthouse letters entry, the girls would have come home from their house party tipsy, horny and adventurous and would have climbed the stairs to tag-team me until it was time for breakfast. I would have totally taken the opportunity, but I was the only person in the apartment when I woke. I got showered and then stripped the bed, putting the sheets in the washer while I got dressed and packed. I had time to put them in the dryer before I went down to breakfast with the ladies.


I came up behind Rosa as she was working on breakfast and wrapped my arms around her, kissing her neck. “I should have bet you money about leaving the door unlocked,” I told her.


She squirmed and shot me a look over her shoulder that only earned her a kiss on the lips before I retreated to get a cup of coffee.


“Well, that’s not my fault,” she said. “I didn’t discourage them from going up to cuddle with you.”


“I guess I’m just too old to play horsey now,” I teased her briefly. She laughed at that and sat me at the table. She had a waffle in front of me before I was there very long and she put a bowl of fresh-cut fruit beside it a moment later. She was amazing.


“You guys sure don’t act like mother and son,” Lizzy commented. She’d been sitting at the table with her own waffle when I came in and she was nursing her coffee now.


“I didn’t give birth to him, but I wish I had and I could call him mine,” Rosa told her, smoothing my hair affectionately.


“I AM yours,” I told her. “I told you that before. When I settle down and produce kids, they’re gonna call you Grandma.”


She smiled. “And I’m gonna tell them about what a bad dancer their Poppa was before I taught him to move,” she threatened.


That made Lizzy smile. “Now you’re acting like family,” she said. “I was starting to think that you two had a thing.”


I shook my head. “Not for lack of trying, but my timing was lousy with her and now she’s trying to find me a nice girl to give her grandchildren.”


“Ha!” Rosa barked. “I’m too young to be a grandmother!” she argued, but it wasn’t the first time we’d talked about her relationship with my kids and this was the first time she’d protested.


I smirked at her and shook my head. “I’m not having them tomorrow,” I told her dryly. “You’ll have plenty of advanced notice before the big day.”


She gave me a withering look. “You don’t seem to be making much headway.”


I shrugged. “Maybe not,” I agreed. “Or maybe Lizzy’s going to meet me at the conference, sweep me off my feet and make an honest man out of me.”


“Me?!!?” she blurted. “I ... What? No! I never said...” she sputtered, flustered by being drawn into the conversation.


“Relax, honey,” I told her. “No one’s saying you were planning on stalking me, but if you were, that would be just super.” I grinned and winked at her. She was a pretty girl and taking the same discipline I was. I liked her and I hoped she did well. I didn’t seriously entertain any notions that she’d be attracted to me, but you never knew. I was a mentor and I read an awful lot of erotica online that indulged that particular fantasy. Hey, I hadn’t been laid in six years. You thought I was resorting to cold showers and prayer to see me through?


The three of us laughed a little, even though there was a nervous tinge to it. The other girls joined us at that point and we changed the subject. I was getting on the road and I was looking to make some time today. I told them that I was hoping to make it to El Paso today or maybe a little farther and then stop somewhere west of Phoenix tomorrow so I’d be in LA early enough to move some furniture into the apartment.


“All by yourself?” Lizzy asked, surprised. “That’s kind of a shitty way to unwind after a long drive.”


I shrugged. “Most of the people I went to school with out there are spread out across the country now,” I said. “I’ll still have a couple of weeks before I have to report to work. That’s enough time to relax. I need a bed as soon as I get to town though.”


She nodded. The other girls seemed sympathetic, but not really concerned. They suggested Ikea furniture so it was easier to carry. I nodded and thought that might work for somethings, but others, I didn’t want to fuck around with the endless parts and shitty instructions.


I said goodbye to everyone and got some hugs from all the girls, which was literally the closest thing I’d had to sex since my brother ran the red light. The hug I got from Lizzy was one that I could easily have stayed in for a few days, but I wasn’t sure if there was a hint of affection in it or if she was just grateful that I’d given her some good advice and the promise of getting her the details of the convention next year.


Rosa took my face in her hands and looked into my eyes, smiling brightly. “If you were just a little older or I was just a little younger...” she said again wistfully. She kissed my lips very gently and then hugged me like she was trying to make my eyes come out.


I got my bag from where I’d dropped it by the back door and then the girls followed me to the truck and saw me off before they went about whatever their day was going to consist of.


I missed them already. I’d looked for work in Austin, but I wasn’t getting anything that would even pay as well as construction so I’d had to pass on that. I was amused for a good half hour of the drive when I realized that I essentially had three homes now. That was quite a change from the day that I’d seen Billy and Linda kiss, when I’d been without even one until Mike stepped in.


I made it to a little roadside dive in New Mexico before I stopped for the night. I was about an hour closer to LA than I’d planned on getting, but that was because I enjoyed driving. I stopped for lunch and gas and the restroom at the same time and didn’t take long with any of them. I’d been keeping a cooler on the passenger seat and Rosa had packed it with sandwiches before I left. There was enough for me to eat all the way into LA, but I kept them for dinner rather than eat them on the road. It was almost like having another home cooked meal with her and I appreciated that.


After I finished a couple of the sandwiches, I called her to thank her and let her know where I was. We chatted for a bit and she said the girls said hi. I returned the greeting and she sounded a little smug about how well I’d gotten along with them.


After I talked to her, I decided to update Mike and called him. He was glad to hear from me and we talked for a while. “So you and your old landlady hook up along the way?” he asked, picking on me as was his place as my older brother.


“Nope,” I said. “She’s looking to apply for the job of Grandma when I settle down and decide to try fatherhood,” I reminded him.


“I know someone in Denver that’ll blow her cork if she hears that,” he chuckled.


“She probably would,” I agreed. “But Rosa’s been more of a mother to me than SHE has since I turned 18. Hell, Mary’s more a mother to me.”


“Sometimes we worry like parents,” he laughed. “You’re doing okay though. How’s the road treating you?”


“Good,” I told him and we turned the conversation more toward the trip and my progress.


After that, I turned in. I was just about asleep when my phone rang. That was never a good sign. I picked it up and answered it without looking at the display. “Hello?” I said, shaking off the sleep I’d just settled down to.


Chapter 10


“Ham?” Linda said. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”


“Not really,” I told her. “I’m just on my way to LA and I put in a long day on the road. What’s on your mind?”


“I just wanted to call and see how you were,” she told me.


“I’m good. I stopped in Austin for a couple of days to see Rosa on the way through. It was good to stay in the old apartment for a couple of nights.”


“That’s nice,” she said and I could tell that she was smiling. “So you’re planning on being in LA in the next few days?”


“I could probably make it tomorrow if I pushed,” I told her. “I’m not really interested in doing that though, so probably the day after tomorrow. I want to get into town early enough to buy the furniture I need right away.”


“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to drive all day and then have to move furniture,” she admitted. “So how have you been doing, other than the trip?”


“Not bad. One of Rosa’s new boarders is taking computer sciences, so I got to play mentor for a day. Other than that, Mike and Mary bought a house and I helped them get it ready for the kids when I was there.”


She made the appropriate sounds when I talked about the house and Rosa’s new charges and the drive, but I could sense that she had something that she wanted to talk about. There was an expectant note in her voice as she responded, like she was waiting for me to broach the subject. There were only two subjects she’d want to talk about that she wouldn’t start the conversation for. She was either eager to talk about Billy or Eve.


I paused the conversation and finally asked. “Okay, Linda,” I said, prepared for what she might have in mind. “Billy or Eve?” I asked.


She sighed, worried at how bluntly I brought it up. “Eve,” she admitted. “She feels kind of shitty about the conference. I talked to her and she got cold feet.”


“No reason she should feel shitty about it,” I said nonchalantly. “I looked back at the emails and she never actually promised that she’d be there or that she’d see me there. I assumed she wanted to meet and I was disappointed when she didn’t come, but I got a lot out of the conference. I’m glad I went.”


“She’s toast, isn’t she?” she asked. “I recognize that tone from the day you found out about me and Bill.”


“I dunno,” I said. “I’m not pissed about it, but I definitely felt a little jerked-around at the time. She really hasn’t haunted my emails since and I just figured that she decided that I wasn’t the kind of guy that she wanted to have around and backed out of the picture.”


“It’s not that,” she said. “I told you that Eve’s mouth tends to get her in trouble. It’s cost her some relationships with friends and family and even a guy or two. She’s a little shy about new people because of it. She let her anxiety get the better of her and just couldn’t find a way to talk to you afterwards.”


“It’s all good,” I told her. “She still living in Denver?” I asked.


“No, she’s lived in LA since she got out of school,” she said.


I closed my eyes and suddenly wished I’d taken the job in Kandahar. “So she was kicking around the conference and just avoided me?”


“She’s really shy,” she said apologetically. “She didn’t mean to leave you hanging.”


I sighed. “You told her about my history?” I prompted her.


“Yeah. I figured that it was best if she was forewarned about anything that she might say to fuck things up,” she said.


“I know we talked about you doing that,” I reminded her. “We just never followed up on it. I never asked if you’d told her all of it.”


“Yeah. I even told her about the Christmas presents,” she admitted.


“Okay,” I said. “I’m cool with you telling her all that. I said that before, but it’s worth repeating. With everything that’s gone on, it’s hard for me to put myself out there. What happened with you and Billy hurt me for a long time and just when the clouds parted and I could feel the sun on my face, Sabrina was taken from me. It’s terrifying to think of trying again, Linda. Those two experiences were so horrible that I’m more comfortable with the thought of growing old alone than putting my trust in someone else or my faith in some magical happy ending. Going to that conference was a huge leap for me. I get that it’s scary, but it sounds like she’s just not ready to take that leap. I appreciate you trying, but it’s cool.”


“That’s what I’m trying to tell you!” she said. “She’s ready now. She felt really bad about the conference and even worse when I told her that you’d had problems with the registration. She wants to meet you when you get to LA.”


I sighed wearily. “What changed?” I asked. “The conference was two weeks ago and she didn’t want to talk. What’s different now?”


“You’re moving out there,” she said simply. “Part of what scared her off before was the distance. She’s a nice girl. She wasn’t interested in being your girl for the length of the conference and then being just another notch on your belt.”


That got me laughing. It was ludicrous and absurd and tragic all at the same time.


“It’s not funny, Ham!” she growled at me.


“Do you know how many women I’ve had sex with in my whole life?” I asked her, finally getting myself under control.


“Well, I figured that there were girls out in LA,” she said, taken aback.


“Billy told you there weren’t,” I said dryly. “I figured out afterwards that he was so eager for me to confess to cheating on you so that it would soften the blow when you two came out.”


“Okay, so you’re saying you didn’t have a rebound girl?” she asked.


“Nope. I was too hurt to let anyone in,” I told her.


“So just me and Sabrina?” she asked, surprised.


“Wrong again. The night of the accident we were on our way home to spend the night for the first time. I have exactly one notch on that belt. Yes, I know it’s pathetic. Her worrying that she was just gonna be another stamp on my Stud card is kind of funny, in light of the fact that she’s probably had more partners than I have.”


“I didn’t know that,” she said quietly. “About you and Sabrina, I mean.”


“Why would you? I don’t exactly advertise it, for good reason.”


She was quiet for a moment. “That might have made a difference to her if I’d been able to tell her before the conference.”


“Not a big deal,” I said. “I’m guessing that she knows though. She at least hasn’t been able to uncover any evidence that I’ve had a sex life, since I don’t brag about any conquests and there doesn’t seem to be anyone capable of bragging about their time with me.”


“Well, she’ll probably be relieved that it was never going to be an issue,” she said.


“Or she’ll feel like shit for conjuring problems out of smoke,” I pointed out. “Telling her that might make her feel guilty for thinking about me like that all over again.”


She nodded. “I supposed that’s possible. You want me to keep it from her?” she asked.


“Nah,” I said. “It’ll come out sooner or later, or it won’t matter either way.”


“Does that mean you’re willing to meet with her?” she asked hopefully.


“Why not?” I agreed. I personally thought I’d rather get a blowjob from a piranha, but if this was what it took to get Linda to fuck off about how shy her friend was, I’d sit in another restaurant and waste an afternoon in polite conversation.


“You don’t sound very enthusiastic,” she chided.


“I’m really not at this point,” I told her. “Every time we’ve looked like we might be inching toward being friendly, she sets off a smoke-bomb and disappears like a movie villain. There was a couple of times that things got flirty on email and she vanished, then the conference happened and now we’re on attempt number four.”


“I didn’t know she froze you out over the email chats,” she admitted.


“Twice. Once when she first started talking to me and once when she sent me a picture of a naughty schoolgirl costume and I asked if it was her in the picture.”


“Oh,” she said. “Well, I’ll talk to her tomorrow and call you back to let you know what’s on her mind.”


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be on the road most of the day, but the truck picks up the phone.”


“I’ll call you in the afternoon then, once I’ve straightened her out.”


“Sounds good,” I said and we said goodnight.


I laid down again and suddenly I wasn’t looking forward to getting into LA. It was the one place that none of this shit had ever followed me and now, Linda’s personal information broker was waiting for me with a brand new enthusiasm for moving forward.


I finally tripped and fell into sleep accidentally, having bizarre dreams where a faceless woman pushed me around a map of the US, moving me from city to city until I was staggering with each shove. Or another one where everyone around me was laughing at me while I smashed computers to try to protect myself. I had a strange dream where I was hanging sheet-rock on the side of my truck while Rosa told me that I’d never find the bottle I was missing until my reservation was straightened out. On and on they went, jumbling things from the past several years. Larry offered me a box of rattlesnakes if I promised not to let the computers find where he’d put his power-saw. My father told me that I needed to man up and buy a house. Sabrina’s parents asked when I was going to make them grandparents. Mike and I sealed Billy in the walls of his new house.


By the time dawn broke, I was awake and ready to hit the road. I packed up my cooler, got a shower and changed and then I checked out and hit the road. At least I didn’t have to worry about the sun in my eyes until much later in the day.


The sun wasn’t the only thing I was dreading the afternoon for. I took a deep breath as I thought about the impending call from Linda. “Well, Sabrina,” I said softly. “You wanted me to persevere. Here we go.”


Linda called just as I was pulling off the road to get gas. I hadn’t made good time and was just getting into California. I figured I had another hour or three still left before getting off the road became urgent.


“Hi, Linda,” I said, answering the phone. “How’s your day been?”


“Mine’s been okay,” she said. “How’s yours been?”


“Good. I’m not making great time, but I’m into California now, so I’ll keep on the road for another hour or two and then find a place to stop.”


“Well, don’t overdo it,” she cautioned me. “So, let’s talk about Eve.”


“Good talk or bad talk?” I asked lightly.


“Good mostly,” she said hopefully.


“Okay,” I said. “How’d your talk go?”


“Well, she does feel bad for thinking that you’d use her. She knew you weren’t that kind of guy from things I’ve told her and what she could gather online. She doesn’t feel guilty really, more embarrassed that she thought that way.”


“Understandable,” I said. “If there’s someone more laughable in the role of a remorseless womanizer, I can’t think of who it might be.”


“Maybe your nephew?” she asked teasingly.


“Are you kidding? He’s been fresh with his mother, his sister, half the kids in his daycare and a couple of the teachers too.”


She laughed. “I’ll bet he’s real cute,” she said.


“I haven’t heard complaints from the ladies yet,” I told her.


“In any case, we’re getting distracted. Eve’s kind of a basket case, right now.”


“Embarrassment put her into a tailspin?” I asked, knowingly.


“A little bit,” she admitted.


“Tell her not to worry about it,” I advised her. “That kind of thing really does happen. She works in security. She knows to protect herself.”


“I’ll tell her you said that,” she said. “She’ll be grateful that you understand.”


“Well, I don’t want her to freak out more than she already has,” I told her.


“Still willing to meet her?” she asked.


I thought about that for a moment. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m done with doing things online though. It’s fine to use email and text to arrange for lunch or dates, but she’d been using it as a shield to keep me at arms-length. If she needs to do that, then I don’t feel like I’d be doing either of us any favors by playing along, you know?”


“Yeah, Eve’s always been like this. Stepping out from behind the computer is probably scaring her too.”


“Linda, I haven’t tried to pry into what you can tell me about her,” I reminded her. “I’m essentially being set up on a blind date with someone that I know absolutely nothing about. On the flip side of the card, she’s essentially been stalking me for you for two years. I get that she’s got a bad case of the nerves, but she’s got every advantage here.”


“Maybe that’s part of the problem,” Linda suggested. “She does hold all the cards. If you met, it would put you on even footing with her and she’s not used to not being in charge.”


“Well, I’ll agree to meet her, but you’re not painting a picture of a woman that’s ready for a relationship, Linda.”


“Just be patient,” she begged. “You were always pretty popular through school. She wasn’t. High school wasn’t kind to all of us.”


“Oh, Jesus!” I breathed. “So you’re saying she’s one of the walking wounded?” I asked.


“I’m just telling you that her bluntness has cost her in the past.”


I blew out my breath. “Alright, so what’s the bottom line?” I asked.


“She’s going to email you tonight and arrange to meet you,” she said. “If that goes well then the two of you can start arranging other meetings.”


I didn’t voice the opinion that I didn’t think our first meeting was going to go well. Instead, I told her I’d let her know how it went after the fact. We chatted a little more and then she let me go. I filled up the truck and got back on the road, with a shake of my head. I finally stopped in Banning, which was in commuting distance of LA and crashed for the night.


With some reluctance, I pulled out my laptop and checked my mail. There was a note from her telling me that she’d like to meet me. She left a restaurant and a time and told me that the reservation was in my name. I replied that I was looking forward to it even though I had visions of awkward conversation where she knew everything about me already and continued to reveal nothing to me. At least I’d be able to match a face to the yanking of my chain.


I turned in and was up early and out the door. I got my apartment squared away. I had a bed and a dinette set by mid-afternoon. I’d sprung for a king sized bed since I was increasingly convinced I’d be here for a few years at least. I’d managed to spend a couple of hours getting a lot of the things I’d need and knew I’d only scratched the surface. I ran the new dishes through the new dishwasher, grateful for its presence and put away groceries before I decided to shower and change. I ended up having to use a t-shirt as a towel, having forgotten to pick some up today.


“At least I thought to get sheets,” I muttered to myself. I got myself ready and knew I was an hour early. I started making a list of things I needed to get to make the apartment livable and comfortable. I didn’t need much, but it was a pain in the ass not to have what I needed.


I left the task for now and arrived at the restaurant well ahead of the reservation time. In spite of my misgivings, I was nervous about tonight. I knew that Eve knew my backstory and just about anything there was to find out about me from the internet, so she probably knew what erotica I read, what porn I preferred for everyday use and which kinks I peeked at when I wanted something special. She probably kept better track of my online purchases and with online banking, probably knew what I spent money on in the real world too.


I checked my email on my phone to see if she’d messaged me and saw nothing, so I relaxed a little and tried to assure myself that meant that she was on time. I sat at my table, with my back to the door, sipping at my water glass and wondering what she’d look like, how we’d get along and a dozen little nagging concerns like that.


I checked my phone again and glanced toward the front of the restaurant, wondering where she was. I was twisted around to look and there didn’t seem to be any activity at the door, so I relaxed into my seat, taking another sip of my water. I started working on my list of needs for the apartment while I waited for Eve. I wasn’t sure how long I waited there, but when my phone chirped with an incoming email, I opened it immediately. It consisted of two words: “I’m sorry.”


I stared at the email for a good five minutes before I put my phone away and decided that I was here and I needed to eat anyway, so I ordered. I ate slowly, the pressure having been settled by her email. I wasn’t going to have to make awkward conversation, I wasn’t going to have to wonder how much of my life she’d crawled into and I wasn’t going to have to worry about whether she’d like me or not.


I enjoyed dinner and paid the bill before leaving the restaurant. I decided to reply to the email and pulled out my phone again.


“It’s okay. I guess it just wasn’t meant to be. Take care of yourself, Eve.”


I looked at the message for a moment and then added a thanks for recommending the restaurant, told her I’d enjoyed my dinner and promised to return the favor if I encountered any places to eat that were worth mentioning.


I turned off my phone and went to get in my truck. I sat in the parking lot for a moment and then got underway. I decided not to make the day a total waste and found a Target to pick up towels and other things I’d need for the house. My phone rang and I checked the display before answering it.


“Hi Linda,” I said as I pushed my cart around the housewares section of Target, picking out new towels to stock my bathroom.


“She called me a little while ago,” she said without any preamble. “Are you okay?”


“What did she tell you?” I asked, ignoring her question for the moment.


“That she’d been fine until she got to the restaurant and saw you sitting at the table waiting for her,” she supplied readily.


“I see,” I said, finding a style of towel that I liked and getting enough of them in sizes ranging from washcloths up to bath sheets so that I’d be able to take showers for a couple of weeks before I’d run short. I anticipated having company occasionally. “Well, I guess that’s twice that the sight of me has made her reconsider. Sorry it didn’t work out. I know you had high hopes that we’d hit it off.”


“You’re pissed, aren’t you?” she asked and I could hear the cringe in her voice.


“A little,” I admitted. “Not at you though. I had a hundred things I could have been doing. I put them all on hold to get myself presentable for dinner with her. Beyond that, you put in a lot of time and effort to convince both of us to give it a try.”


“Yeah,” she agreed. “I really wanted you guys to work out.”


“Was there a part of you that was hoping that us getting together would help fix things between you, me and Billy?” I asked directly. I wasn’t angry about that. She’d been hoping to find some way to bring us all back together since she’d shown up in Austin.


“Maybe a little, but please don’t be mad. I really did mean it when I said that you and Eve had a lot in common.”


“I know you did,” I assured her. “I’m not mad. I’d have been surprised if you hadn’t been thinking that me dating Eve would give you a chance to bring us all closer together. You did offer to name your daughter Sabrina, after all.”


She sighed. “So now what are you gonna do?” she asked.


“Move on,” I said simply. “After she sent me a two word apology, I ate dinner, thanked her for recommending the restaurant and then went back to the task of setting up my apartment. I should have put her off so I could get things set up, but I figured that if she could fight her anxieties to make a date, I wouldn’t cut her legs out from under her by asking to reschedule.”


“Yeah, that was a nice thing to do,” she said regretful that things had gone so terribly.


“It’s not the end of the world,” I told her. “I lost a couple of hours that I could have used to make the apartment more comfortable. No big deal. It’s not like I need to report for work tomorrow. I’ll get by. Thanks for trying, but you can’t make it work sometimes, no matter how hard you try.”


“I know,” she said. “I just hoped that I’d put you in touch with someone that could be a good partner for you.”


“I appreciate it, Linda, I really do,” I told her. “From what I’ve seen, Eve isn’t capable of being a good partner to anyone in her current state. She should probably see a counselor for her issues.”


“You really think it’s that bad?” she asked, surprised.


“It doesn’t have to be bad to talk to someone about your problems,” I told her. “After what happened with you and Billy, I saw someone for a long time. Rage eats at you when you really can’t act on it,” I informed her.


“I didn’t know that,” she said.


“Mike’s idea,” I supplied. “He wanted me to talk to someone after everything that happened. Eve might be able to get some use out of talking to someone. At worst, it’s someone that she can talk to and she seems to have problems with face to face discussions. That alone can be worth the effort. At it’s most effective, she might get a hand tackling some of her issues.”


“She really DOES like you,” she said sheepishly. “She read your reply and now she’s worked herself up into a panic attack, knowing that she screwed it all up.”


“She doesn’t like me,” I chuckled at the thought. “She doesn’t know me well enough to like me. She might like what she’s been able to find out about me, but she’s never even gotten so personal as to talk to me on the phone.”


“You’re not gonna give her another shot, are you?” she asked.


“I don’t think she wants one, even if I were willing,” I told her frankly and then paused. I was wandering through the appliance section, having found all the towels I wanted. “I’m gonna take a minute to be as blunt as you say she is. I got on a plane and flew halfway across the country to meet this girl with no expectations beyond a handshake and buying her dinner to get to know her as a person. I wasn’t expecting sex or even a kiss goodnight. I came because I’d enjoyed the conversations we’d had until she flaked out. Instead of saying hi, she stood me up. I did the same thing tonight and the results were the same.” I paused and bought myself a new waffle-maker while I held the phone against my ear with my shoulder awkwardly. “I’ve never given her the slightest reason to fear me or to think that I hated her, but tonight, I got the same bullshit that she’s been stringing me along with. She’s not trying. She’s just fucking around and making me jump through hoops. It’s the kind of high school bullshit that insecure girls pull. We’re all supposed to be more grown up than that.”


“Okay,” she said when I’d talked myself out. “I get what you’re saying and I’m not going to try talking you out of it, I promise. Just tell me what you’d like me to tell her if she asks for another shot.”


“Send her to me,” I suggested. “You’ve been in the middle long enough and I know you wanted to be there to try to help us find each other, but now that it’s turned sour, it’s time for you to adopt an attitude of ‘every man for himself’.”


“This isn’t gonna be pretty,” she predicted.


“Maybe not, but I don’t intend to get nasty,” I promised. “I’ll tell her that I’ve tried twice online to keep things going and twice in person to get things started and I’m not interested in trying again. You don’t need to relay messages anymore. You’re in a tight spot. She’s your friend and you want to help her, but you’ve been working hard to cultivate a friendship with me and you’ve been trying to fix this whole mess by yourself.”


“You’ve been helping,” she said and sounded grateful. “If you hadn’t been willing to come halfway, then you never would have agreed to meet her tonight.”


“Thanks for that,” I said sincerely, adding a toaster oven to my cart. “The last couple of days I kind of got the impression that I caused you a lot of headaches.”


“Not so much,” she assured me. “Sure, I’ve gotten some while we were on the phone together, but that’s different.”


“I suppose,” I conceded. “In any case, take care of you first. If she sounds like she’s gonna blow, send her to me. I’ll tell her, myself.”


“Okay,” she said. “Thanks, Ham. I have been trying hard to be a friend to you. It feels good to hear that you notice and appreciate it.”


“I do appreciate it,” I told her. “Since you came to visit in Austin, you’ve stayed in touch and tried to help me out. I’d be sincerely shocked if it hasn’t caused a little friction with Billy and I’m making an effort not to make things worse for you in that respect.”


She was quiet for a minute and then sighed. “He hasn’t been happy that I’m talking to you,” she admitted.


“He’s probably worried,” I told her.


“Why?”


“Because when this all started, you told me that you fell in love with him because the conversations were so much more comfortable with him and that the two of you fit together so much better. Now you both have jobs and a baby on the way and concerns and bills and a dozen other problems that couples seem to have. He’s probably scared out of his mind that our conversations are more relaxing and satisfying now that there’s no heat in them. We don’t have to talk about house repairs or car payments. We just talk about personal stuff.”


“Oh,” she said, getting what I was saying. “It’s not like that though. I’ve been trying to get you together with Eve.”


“I know, but he probably wonders if I’m going to try to get back at him by trying to seduce you.”


“No offense, Ham, but that’s never going to happen,” she said gently.


“I agree,” I told her. “I wasn’t telling you what my endgame is. I was just pointing out that he has a legitimate reason to fear that I might try out of spite. He doesn’t know me, after all. The last time he was in a room with me, he was telling me that he’d done the same thing to me. It’s only natural that he’d wonder if I was itching for payback.”


“What would you like me to tell him if he brings it up?” she asked.


“Tell him that taking you away from me is the least of my problems with him and if I was looking for revenge, I wouldn’t get it by fucking his wife,” I said. I was feeling blunt tonight. I wrestled a microwave into the cart and then remembered that I needed a coffee maker.


She laughed a little at that and I thought there was an edge of nervousness to her voice. “I’m afraid to ask what you would do for revenge.” she said.


“At this point, nothing. I’m not interested in getting back at him for any of it. It happened. He was involved. I’ve recovered from what happened with you. I’m over what happened at work. I still miss Sabrina, but I know he wasn’t out to hurt anyone that night. I mostly just don’t trust him to be part of my life. He might not mean it, but somehow, he manages to ruin my life every time he touches it. I don’t go back to Denver and I can’t see him traveling with his job much, so I’m in pretty good shape to stay away from him.” I found the coffee maker I wanted and added it to the cart. I was done shopping for the most part, but there was no way I was going to the check-outs and juggling appliances while I was on the phone.


“I suppose that’s an improvement from wanting to kill him,” she said. “Anything start that change or just time?”


“Mostly time,” I said. “I kind of made a commitment to let go of Sabrina,” I said, my voice barely hitching when I said that, “but I can’t hold onto the hate for him and claim that I’m putting it behind me, right?”


“I suppose not,” she admitted. “It still hurts, huh?”


“It always will, but it doesn’t have to cripple me forever.”


“I was really hoping that Eve could help you soothe that pain,” she said regretfully.


“It’s okay. She has pain of her own to cope with,” I said. “I should probably go though. I’m wandering around Target picking up things for the new place.”


“Okay,” she said. “Keep in touch?”


“I will,” I told her. “Take care and I’ll talk to you later.”


We hung up and I got out of there and back to my apartment. Life went on like that for several months. I’d occasionally send Eve a restaurant suggestion, but I never shared anything personal and I never heard back, so I stopped doing it. I’d talk to Mike and Mary once a week, Rosa on the same schedule and I’d chat with Linda once a month.


I went out on a few dates, but nothing that felt good enough to repeat. I know what you’re thinking. No, I wasn’t sabotaging them just because they weren’t Sabrina. My first date was someone a co-worker set me up with. She was “perfect”, according to her. She was divorced, thirty, one child, pretty, professional and a “dear friend”.


By far, it was the worst date I’ve ever been on.


Chapter 11


I picked her up on time, but had to wait while she was getting ready. We were an hour late for dinner and she bitched about her husband, his slut of a secretary, how he was behind on child support, how demanding her job as assistant curator of an art gallery was and didn’t seem to approve of much of anything. I listened, hoping that she’d wind down at some point and recognized some of my own anger after Linda and Billy came out in the things she was saying.


We were in the middle of dessert when she finally asked me about myself. I took the opportunity and started talking about growing up in Denver, going to college out here and then moving to Birmingham and working in Austin before accepting the job in LA. I glossed over the reasons I moved to Birmingham, but gave her what I thought was a pleasant rundown of what life had been like in Alabama and Texas.


She’d tried to stay with the conversation, but I could see that she was just nodding her head while she checked out of the conversation, so I let the topic die. I asked about her daughter politely and she talked about her some, but that led back to a rant about the child-support that her husband and that somehow merged into a discussion I didn’t want to have where I heard all about his performance in the bedroom. By the end of dinner, I was praying for a call from someone, ANYONE, to get me out of this date.


It wasn’t meant to be. I was forced to suffer through her anger as she talked through the play we went to see after dinner. I kept a wooden smile on my face through it all. I don’t know how. I just thought that I was inching closer to the end of the night and then I could flee with my dignity in tact.


“So, no girlfriends of your own to complain about?” she asked finally. “Typical. Marge WOULD set me up with a virgin.” Her disgust had started to ooze through the pores of her mask after the wine we’d had with dinner. I limited myself to a glass, but she’d had a few and was rapidly getting out of control of her temper.


“My last relationship didn’t end so well,” I said delicately. “I thought it would put a damper on the night.”


“She dumped you, huh? Bigger cock or bigger bank account?” she demanded with what she must have thought was a shrewd look into the ultimate truths of life.


I decided to take a page out of Eve’s book and be blunt. “We were in a car crash. An idiot ran a red light and rammed into the side of the car. She lived long enough to apologize to me for leaving me to find my own way and then she died while I screamed for help, pinned in the car with her.” I said bluntly, staring at her and daring her to say something jaded or cocky about it.


The blood drained out of her face and she looked shocked. Most people did when they found out. At least it sobered her up and shut her mouth. After the play, I took her home and walked her to her door. I thanked her for the lovely evening and then shook her hand before she let herself in. She was shaken and the handshake told her that I had no interest in a second date.


I avoided talking to anyone at work for a few days until her friend cornered me and asked me about it. “She didn’t tell you?” I asked surprised.


“Just that she wasn’t sure when she’d see you again,” she said. “How did it go?”


I sighed. “It was awful,” I admitted. “She ranted about her husband all night. I know exactly how much he owes her for child-support, how cheap he is, how slutty his secretary is, how short his penis is, how quickly he cums during sex, how terrible he is at oral, how annoying his laugh is, how he leaves the toilet seat up, how he ... Well, you get the idea. She talked about herself all through dinner, mentally checked out when I talked and when the wine settled in, she turned nasty.”


Poor Marge paled more with each word until she had her hands pressed over her mouth in horror that things had turned out so horribly. “She didn’t tell me any of that!” she gasped. “I’m so sorry. I thought that she was over the divorce by now. It’s been three years.”


I shrugged. “People heal differently. I gave her a bit of an attitude adjustment toward the end of the night and she got quiet until I dropped her off. I was tempted to bail on her, but she’d been drinking and I had no idea if she had money for a cab, so I stuck it out. Don’t worry about it, but I’m not going out with her again. I’d rather be a practice dummy for dental school.”


She winced at that and apologized again. A few days later, she gave me a funny look and I asked her what was up.


“Did you really tell her that your last girlfriend had died?” she asked quietly.


I nodded. “It happened in Denver just before I left town,” I told her.


“So it’s true?” she asked, surprised.


I motioned her to follow me and returned to my desk. I quickly went to the Denver Post website and brought up the newspaper articles for the accident and then her obituary. “I didn’t tell her, but my brother was driving the truck that hit us,” I said. “Next summer, it’ll be three years since she died.”


She looked at the article and the picture of the crash that appeared with it. She shook her head and then switched back to the picture of Sabrina that was included in her obituary. “She was beautiful,” she commented.


“Right down to her heart,” I agreed and there was only the barest twinge of sorrow. Mostly, I remembered her with fondness and affection. “You’re friend’s pretty bitter,” I told her. “She should probably get some help before she tries to date again. She’s still bitter about her divorce to the point where it’s poisoned any hope that I’d ever go out with her again. If she’s gonna get over it, she’ll probably need a hand clearing the hurdles.”


She nodded and then closed the browser showing the crash and Sabrina’s memorial. That was the last time she ever set me up on a date, but she did tell me that her friend had started therapy and was dating. I didn’t really care if she dated, but the therapy was my good deed for the public that she might have come into contact with.


None of my other dates were much better, but there were a few that were pleasant enough to become friends as they moved on, looking for a spark that we hadn’t captured.


This year, I decided to stay in LA for Christmas. I’d told Mike and Rosa both that I didn’t have much time off for the holidays, so I was staying put and giving up the time off so that people with kids could spend the day with family. It wasn’t the selfless gesture you think. I got paid extra for it and I really didn’t have enough time off to fly across the country for the sake of a couple of days with Mike and Mary.


I worked through Christmas and had New Years off. I still wasn’t drinking anything strong, but I had a party to go to and I could be designated driver if necessary.


The party was thrown by Marge and her husband and I was introduced around to several of their friends. My disastrous date was there with a well-dressed older gentleman and she gave me an awkward smile, but made no effort to speak to me. I thought that was for the best. I had no desire to get into the middle of an apology for our one horrific date. We celebrated the countdown and the party broke up around 2. I drove a few couples home and then was on my way back from dropping off the last of my passengers when it happened.


They say that your life flashes before your eyes, but all that happened for me was that time seemed to slow down. I’d caught the flash of lights to my left and looked up as the sound of sirens registered on my ears. I saw the SUV speed toward the intersection, straight at me, police in pursuit.


“Sabrina,” I whispered and then there was nothing.


Thud ... Thud


Thud ... Thud


Thud ... Thud


My eyes hurt. I had them closed, but they still hurt. The light around me was so bright that it pressed in through the lids and all I could see was the red haze of blood vessels in my eyelids. I was laying down and the only sound was the sound of the thudding, but it was getting slower. It sounded like something I should recognize, but I wasn’t up to thinking.


This was pleasant, wherever it was. Even with the bright light, I was laying on something comfortable and I felt calm, relaxed, at peace. I hadn’t felt like this in a long time. The last time was with...


“SABRINA!” I shouted and sat up, my eyes flying open.


I was suddenly confused. I was behind the wheel of my truck. Hadn’t I just been lying on ... something? I looked around and I saw an SUV. It’s front bumper was just touching my door, but it seemed to have stopped. I looked at the driver. She looked scared. She was crying and her eyes were wide, staring into mine in horror. I wondered who she was. She looked pretty and young, but a little ragged around the edges, like she’d been partying hard. Her hair was a bit tangled and her makeup was highlighting the tear-tracks as much as her eyes.


I studied her face for a few minutes and thought about what to do. She seemed frozen as much as her car was. I was curious, but not alarmed, really.


I looked around and Sabrina was sitting in the passenger seat, watching me. “Sabrina!” I whispered.


She smiled at me and took my hand. “Hey, you!” she grinned, her voice filled with amusement. It sounded like music to me.


“Am I dead?” I asked.


“Do you FEEL dead?” she asked, answering me with her own question.


“How would I know what being dead felt like?” I asked, smiling myself. We’d sometimes play this game, asking questions until we couldn’t think of a way to avoid answering.


“How would you know what feeling alive felt like?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.


“That’s a low-blow,” I said to her, abandoning the game. “I’ve been trying.”


“Bringing me up on your first date was trying?” she asked dryly.


“Are you shitting me?” I asked. “You SAW that date. That was bullshit! She went out to dinner with me and ranted about her husband all night.”


“Okay, fair enough,” she admitted. “You’re still not making any headway. I tell you that I’m not coming back until you have good news and you pull a stunt like this!” she gestured toward the SUV that was about to slam into my door just like Billy had done to her years ago.


“Yeah, because I drive around LA trying to put myself in front of a high-speed chase,” I said sarcastically. “I had my police radio around here somewhere. I must have dropped it in my excitement to find someone running from the cops. You think I did this on purpose? The ONLY reason I’m on this road is because I was driving people home after a party. FYI, I went to the party and talked to people. Last time you were here, you bitched me out for not moving on and now you’re here because I’m not moving fast enough?” I was starting to get angry. “And what happened to not coming back until I meet someone? You don’t want anything to do with me, then stop complaining about what I do with my life while you’re gone.”


She looked at me for a long time and nodded. “That’s more like it,” she said, sounding satisfied that I was getting angry at her. “You’ve had me on a pedestal for a long time,” she pointed out. “Now that you can get angry at me, you’re in a better place.”


“What? What are you talking about?!” I blurted. “I’m about to be turned into hamburger,” I pointed to the SUV. “I’m a permanent resident now, same as you.”


“Are you?” she asked, giving me the look that said I was dense. “When did you become a doctor?”


“It doesn’t take a medical degree to figure out that I’m fucked once things start moving,” I pointed out to her.


She shrugged. “Tell me about the safety rating on the truck,” she demanded.


“It’s got a good rating,” I admitted, “but it’s not capable of standing up to being rammed like this.”


“Maybe not,” she said. “You think you’re going to die?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I said, looking at the SUV. “I think she’s gonna cave in my door as far as the center console and my seat-belt is gonna cut me in half.”


She laughed at that. “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?” she asked and when I turned back, she was gone. That’s when things started moving again. Airbags deployed, metal screamed on metal, the windows blew out as the frames crumpled. Pain shot through the left side of my body as the door buckled in and slammed into me. I couldn’t make sense of anything. The truck spun, slamming into the building on the corner. I was conscious, but floating, still unable to ground myself in anything that had happened. “Sabrina,” I whispered, blood bubbling over my lips and then the world went dark for me.


I didn’t die though. This is not the memoir of a dead man. That’s a catchy title though. If I could write worth shit, I’d make something out of it.


I opened my eye for the first time on January 7th. I was groggy and it didn’t stay open very long, but I knew I was in Hell when the first person I saw was Billy. I closed my eye and dove back into unconsciousness, gratefully.


The next day, I woke up enough for a doctor to go over my injuries with me. “Well, I’d give you the list of your broken bones, but it’s easier to just inform you that you broke your left everything. Your arm, your leg, your hip, pelvis, several ribs, clavicle, your jaw. You turned your whole left side into a jigsaw puzzle. You had nine teeth knocked out, your left eye is healing nicely, but you had a piece of glass cut it up some. That’s why we have a patch over it for now. It’ll be fine. You’ve had some internal bleeding and we had you in an induced coma while the swelling in your brain went down. You had the mother of all concussions.” He patted my right shoulder, which seemed to have survived the crash.


I tried to ask what had happened and he shook his head. “Don’t try to talk, son,” he told me. “Just concentrate on getting better. You’ve had some visitors over the past few days and they’ll want to talk to you, but for now, just rest. I held up my right hand and made motions like writing. He nodded. “We’ll get you something to write with,” he promised and then he left.


I drifted in and out of consciousness over the next few days. Fortunately, Billy was never there when I was awake, but other people were. Rosa had nearly been frantic and had driven down to see me. She’d been the first to arrive, so I was told. She said Lizzy was worried, but couldn’t leave school to visit.


I wrote, “Good girl!” on the pad I’d been using to communicate with people. I told her that I was happy to see her and she wept.


“I couldn’t stay away when you needed me,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m staying at your apartment.”


“I wouldn’t want it any other way,” I wrote quickly.


“We’re all crowded in there,” she confessed. “It’s a little tight, but no one wants to leave.”


“Who? How many?”


“Well, there’s me and Linda and her husband and daughter, your brother Mike and his family and your mother,” she told me.


I gaped at her with my good eye. “HOW?!!?” I wrote. My apartment was only a two-bedroom. I’d put a king-sized bed in each room in case I had company, but there was one bathroom. It wasn’t equipped for six adults and three kids.


She chuckled. “We’re making it work,” she promised. “No one gets to sleep in and we share the bathroom. The couch is a pull-out, thank God or some of us would be curled up in chairs.”


I thought about that. “People need to start getting back to work,” I wrote. “I’m glad that everyone wanted to be here, but they need to pay bills.” I underscored that point with a single word. “Worried!” I wrote and underlined it hard.


She nodded. “Mike and Mary are leaving tomorrow,” she said. “Their kids really are beautiful. Petey looks a little like you.


That made me smile as much as I could, under the circumstances.


She left me after that and I got a visit from my mother. “Hi, Petey,” she said, looking like she wanted to cry. “Are you in any pain?”


“Not right now,” I wrote. “It’s been a long time.”


“Too long,” she said. “I didn’t know if you’d be happy I was here, but when I heard that you’d been hurt, I had to come.”


“It’s okay. I’m glad you came.” It wasn’t exactly true, but I was glad that most of the family was together for a little while and that they were getting along. “Dad didn’t?”


“Your father wanted to, but with everyone else coming, he had to take care of the houses. He’ll come down to see you when we go back.”


I nodded. It sounded like everyone was reconciled. “Sorry things are cramped. I didn’t figure on having this much company.”


“It’s okay. I’ve had a chance to get to know Mrs. Sanchez the past week. She’s very fond of you. When it looked like they might have to take one of your kidneys, she was the first to ask to donate one.”


That surprised me. “Kidney?” I wrote, alarmed.


“It was damaged in the crash, but they saved it. She and I talked a lot after that and she told me that she thinks of you like a son.”


“I think of her like a mother,” I wrote before adding, “No offense.”


She shook her head. “We’ve drifted apart since this all started,” she admitted. “I haven’t been able to be part of your life and that hurts, but I’m glad that you had that from someone, even if I wish it could have been me. I never stopped loving you, Peter.”


“I know,” I wrote and then scribbled underneath that. “I never stopped loving you either. You chose sides and that hurt. It wrenched everything apart and there was no stopping that, but I understood that you didn’t have a choice. You had to support him. He was still in high school. I was in college, on my own and barely home anymore. You chose the side where you were needed.”


She nodded. “I felt you slipping away and I knew that I couldn’t do anything to stop it. You were so angry all the time and we were like the enemy to you.”


I nodded a very small amount. It hurt to move my head a lot, so I didn’t like to do it, but it seemed like the safest response. “I WAS angry all the time,” I wrote. “He hadn’t just stolen my girlfriend, he’d done it a year ago and they hadn’t told me. I could have met someone in LA if they’d told me right away and that made me mad too.”


She nodded. “None of us were happy about how they handled it, but it’s a long time ago and Linda says that you’re making progress toward letting it go.”


“Yeah. I’m not angry anymore. Not about that or the accident at work or even about Sabrina. It happened and it sucks, but it doesn’t hurt and I don’t hate.”


She nodded and told me she was glad. “I’ve worried that you were going to live with hate in your heart forever.”


“I needed time,” I wrote. “Dad wouldn’t let it go that day. I couldn’t handle being there. If I’d stayed, I probably would have done worse.”


She nodded. “I know. Your father knows too, deep down. He’s been very worried about you the past couple of years. He doesn’t always show it, but he worries. He was worried that day too,” she told me. “He was trying to prevent this. You and your brother haven’t spoken in years. He was afraid that this would happen.”


I shrugged my right shoulder. My left was immobilized, so that was the extent of my reaction.


She patted my arm. “Just give him a chance when he comes to see you,” she asked gently and then she left.


Mike and Mary came in with the kids as soon as she was gone. “You gave us a Hell of a scare!” Mike told me as soon as the door closed. “How do you feel?”


“Sorry,” I wrote. “Didn’t want to worry everyone. I’m okay. Whatever they have me on for pain-killers, it’s working.”


He nodded. “That was a scary night. Sabrina woke up screaming for you. We were trying to get her to calm down and go back to sleep when the phone rang. At four in the morning, it’s never good news. It took us a few days to find a flight, but as soon as we got here and Sabrina saw you, she calmed down. It was like she knew.” He was holding her and she looked at me, reaching out for me with both her tiny hands. I beckoned him closer and let him put her down on the bed with me, so I could snuggle with her one-armed for a few minutes. She made herself right at home and my heart melted for her.


Mike and Mary talked with me for a little while and Petey took Sabrina’s place after a while. I couldn’t really respond to them while I was holding the kids, but they just let me know what was going on. I knew they were leaving the next day, so that was no surprise. What was a surprise was that they’d worked it out so that someone was hanging around for the next few weeks to keep an eye out for my interests.


I made a curious sound and managed to push the word, “Who?” out between my tightly clamped teeth.


“Rosa and Mom are taking turns, though everyone wanted to stick around. Now that you’re awake, we’re gonna back off and let you recover before we mob you. Carl and Hope Pierce wanted to be here too, but we convinced them to wait.” Mike and Mary kept in close contact with them for the kids. “Once most everyone else clears out, they’ll be down to see you.”


I nodded awkwardly and Mary took Petey out of my hands so I could write. “I’ll be happy to see them. How’s the family reunion at my place been?” I smirked a little at that.


“It’s been weird, but it’s good for the kids to meet their cousin Petra,” he told me. I looked at him strangely. “Yeah, they named their daughter after you. You objected to Sabrina, so that was their solution. You’ll be meeting her shortly. You gonna be okay with that? You’re not gonna jump out of of bed and club her Daddy with one of your casts, are you?”


I chuckled about that and paid for it with a surge of agony from my entire body. “I’ll be okay,” I wrote. “The first time I woke up, Billy was here. I suppose this is an opportunity for him to talk to me as a captive audience.”


Mary read that and snorted. “If he gets out of line, hit the call button and we’ll be in to get him,” she told me.


I smiled at her. “I love you guys,” I wrote. “I’m glad you’re going home though. I’m already worried about the house and bills.”


“Not a problem,” Mary assured me. “We haven’t had problems since I went back to work. We have money in our retirement accounts, we’re ahead on bills and we’re gonna stay that way.”


I nodded and told them that was a relief. They told me I had a few more visitors and then they were gonna let me rest and come see me again in the morning before they went to the airport.


I steeled myself for this next meeting. Linda led the way by herself. She came to sit with me and looked at me with a sad smile. “You look like shit,” she told me apologetically.


“Thanks,” I wrote. “Billy and the baby waiting outside until you figure out whether my cast is loaded?” I asked.


She barked a laugh about that. “I wanted to see how you were feeling before I sprang them on you,” she admitted.


I nodded a little. “It’s okay. If I get agitated, I’ll let you know,” I promised.


She nodded and went to the door, letting Billy in with their daughter. He looked at me very tentatively. “Hi, Pete,” he said quietly.


I waved. Yes, I used all five fingers to wave and they weren’t clenched into a fist. I started writing. “Hi, Billy. It’s been a long time. Congratulations. You have a beautiful daughter ... and a beautiful family.”


He came forward to read it and smiled. “Thanks,” he said, sounding like he was going to cry. “I want you to know, Pete, I’m so sorry about Sabrina. I never meant to hurt her OR you!”


I nodded. I was doing that too much. “I know,” I scribbled. “It took a long time, but I’m over it. I’m not angry anymore. There’s no hate coming. I talked to Linda about how I felt just after I got to LA. What happened was an accident. It was fate’s cruel joke that it was you driving the truck that hit us, but I can’t hold a grudge forever. I forgive you.”


Then he did cry a little and thanked me. “You don’t know how much I’ve wanted to make it better,” he said. “Everything! What happened with Linda, what happened on the job years ago, the accident.”


I wrote rather than nod. “I know,” I said. “Linda told me you were frantic when you realized it was us in the car. She’s been gone for more than two years now. It’s time we put her to rest.”


He nodded and Linda took her daughter so Billy could give me an awkward hug, trying not to hurt me. He was crying tears of relief and stood back so that Linda could formally introduce me to her daughter, Petra Elizabeth. She put her in bed with me, letting her snuggle into my chest for a little bit.


“We saw the truck,” she told me. “It’s a miracle you’re alive.” I looked at her and shrugged. I wanted to tell her about Sabrina, but right now, I was holding my niece and she was looking at me curiously, not fussing, but not certain who I was or why I was holding her. After a few minutes, Linda took her and I started to write.


“Might have been a miracle or it might have been that I bought my truck at least in part because of the safety rating. Sabrina was in the truck with me in the second before the crash.”


“She was?” Linda asked. “What did she say?”


“She mostly pissed me off,” I admitted. “She told me that I’d had her on a pedestal and she wanted me to stop. She accused me of still holding back, even though I’d been to a party that night. She was trying to make me angry. She laughed at me when I told her that I was certain I was gonna die. She said, ‘we’ll see’ and then she vanished and everything happened at once.”


They read that and Billy didn’t look surprised, so Linda had clearly told him about my visits from her.


She nodded. “We’re all glad you didn’t die,” she told me.


“Thanks,” I wrote, then hesitated for a moment. “I am too, I think.”


She read that and kissed my cheek before explaining to Billy. “Ham’s been wanting to go to Sabrina since that night,” she said. “Now, it doesn’t sound like he does.”


I nodded and scribbled quickly. “The accident was everything I’d wanted when I’d pleaded with God to let me be with her. If I still wanted that, I’d be filled with disappointment right now. Of course that could be the drugs they have me on. They have to be good if I’m not suffering.”


I cracked a bit of a smile at the end of that one. They read it and nodded. “That’s good news,” Linda told me. “There’s one other person who’d like to say hello and then we’ll all let you get some rest,” she assured me.


“Who?” I asked.


“Eve,” she admitted hopefully.


I looked at her flatly. “Tell me,” was all I wrote.


“I couldn’t come out here and not tell her,” she explained. “She’s met everyone outside. She’s kind of committed to meeting you now.”


“Okay,” I wrote, but I was very reluctant and I know it showed through.


They all slipped out and Linda came back with a young woman who must have been Eve.


“Hi,” she said shyly.


“Hi,” I wrote and then underneath it I wrote, “I don’t recommend the food at this restaurant.”


That made her laugh some. “It’s okay. I don’t think I like the dress code here. Backless is not my style. Not gonna lie, you look pretty fucked up.”


“I haven’t seen,” I admitted. She took her phone out and snapped a picture, showing it to me. I was still pretty messed up, but I was probably better than I had been. It had been ten days since the accident, after all.


“Damn,” I wrote. “That’s fucked up.”


She nodded. “You in any pain?” she asked.


“Only when I move or laugh,” I replied. “So what happened to the other driver?” I asked the question that had been on my mind.


“She got a sprained wrist and a bloody nose,” Eve told me in disgust. “She walked away from the accident. She’s a sixteen year old princess, she was drunk at the time and she was going fast enough to send your truck spinning through the intersection to slam into the closest building. I, uh, MAY have accidentally gotten a copy of the traffic cams in the area and the police report.”


“Still keeping tabs on me?” I asked with a slight smirk.


“Linda asked me to find out what I could as soon as she found out,” she admitted. “When I saw the accident, I started scouring for anything I could find. I gave the whole file to Linda, but when you go to sue her, the judge is gonna throw a fit.”


“Not her first rodeo?” I asked.


“Her third time getting behind the wheel,” she said. “She boosted Daddy’s car when she was fourteen and crashed it. No one got hurt, but Daddy’s checkbook got a workout for the people that owned the car she ran into. She did the same thing last year and someone DID get hurt. She caught some probation over that and Daddy made it all go away again. Demand all kinds of zeros on the check if you’re gonna let her off the hook.”


I nodded, wincing at the pain it caused my neck. “I wonder why her father keeps bailing her out,” I wrote, musing over that issue.


“She’s famous and he’s more famous. She’s on some teenage vampire show and he’s the executive producer. He’s done some movies, but mostly he’s big Hollywood money.” She brought up a picture of the girl from her IMDB page. Chloe Sinclair was her name. She was pretty and smiling in the image. It was definitely the girl who’d been driving the SUV, but she looked a lot different, given the tears and fear and messed up hair that I’d seen just before the accident.


“Yup, that’s the girl I saw,” I confirmed.


“You saw her?” Eve gaped.


“Just before the accident, time slowed to a crawl. She was crying and scared, but it was the same girl,” I wrote.


“Wow,” Eve commented. “You could only have seen her for a split second and she made that kind of impression?”


“Well, it was a split second that broke my pelvis,” I pointed out, putting a smiley face at the end of the sentence.


She smirked. “The age of consent in California is 18,” she reminded me. “You’d have to wait a couple of years to get that kind of romance out of her.”


I shrugged and started writing. “She’s not my type anyway. You paint a picture of a girl that’s never had to face consequences. She drinks, breaks the law, hurts people and then counts on her father to spend his money to fix it for her. The world probably would have been a better place if she’d forgotten to put her seat-belt on and launched herself through the windshield like a mortar shell.”


They read that and winced, but Eve laughed too. “I think the only consequences that girl understands are paid on her back and result in her getting a part in a movie.”


“I doubt that. You said that her father bankrolls her latest project. She probably never had to do more than bat her eyelashes and pout,” I wrote.


“Oooo! Someone doesn’t like Daddy’s girls,” Eve enthused. “What did a Daddy’s girl ever do to you?”


“Betty Simons,” I wrote and looked at Linda significantly.


“She’s someone we went to school with,” she told Eve. “She used sex to get ahead. She was good at it until she tried it on Ham. When he wouldn’t give her the time of day, she used her charm to make his life kind of miserable. He got beat up a few times by guys she was stringing along. She was one of those girls that promised the world and never delivered. Ham despised her for it.”


I nodded slightly in agreement with her assessment.


“Where’s she now?” Eve asked.


“Divorced,” Linda said smugly. “Her husband caught her being a little too charming with her boss, Dr. Knotts. He enforced their prenup and tossed her out on the street. He also used all his influence to kill her Dr. Knotts’ practice. She’s still in Denver. She works as a receptionist in a dentist’s office now. Quite a step down from being a doctor’s personal assistant and married to a very promising lawyer.”


That made me smile. I promised myself that if I ever made millions of dollars, I’d go there for a cleaning and gloat a little. By this point, I was starting to get a little worn down and it showed. The ladies excused themselves and I lapsed into sleep, dreaming about playing catch with Billy and Mike when we were kids. In the dream, Linda and Mary were watching us and talking to a third woman that I couldn’t see. They were adults, but we were still kids so it was almost like we had parents watching us.


Chapter 12


The next day, Mike, Mary and I talked for an hour or so. They’d gotten me a lawyer to help with the lawsuit and introduced me before they left. He was hard-nosed and middle-aged. He told me what he’d been able to find out and a lot of it was the same as Eve. Police had compelled a blood sample when she refused the breath test and she tested positive for cocaine in addition to having a blood alcohol that should have rendered her incapable of even standing up.


“You should be prepared for an initial offer to settle the matter out of court. Laugh at it,” he told me. “Your story is worth a million dollars to the right gossip outlet. TMZ would pay it in a heartbeat to get you to talk about your injuries. They’ll offer you about half that and medical costs.”


I nodded. “I’ve heard that the other driver has a history of fucking up behind the wheel,” I wrote. “This is supposed to be her third time crashing a car.”


“THIRD?!!?” he blurted. “I only have two!”


“She supposedly stole her father’s car twice. Once when she was fourteen. She only hit a parked car that time and money smoothed it over. Last time, someone got hurt and the money made it go away. I’m her third strike.


He mulled that over. “You found that out from a hospital bed?” he asked.


“Not exactly,” I admitted. “I work in computer security. I have several friends, colleagues and co-workers that are what you’d call white-hat hackers. When word got out that I was hurt by a drunk driver, they started looking into the driver.”


He nodded. “I didn’t know about the parked car. We might not be able to use that.”


I nodded. “You have the traffic cam footage from the crash?” I asked.


“There is none,” he said. “They said there’s a technical glitch that deleted all the footage and the backups.”


“That’s highly suspicious,” I wrote. “It sounds like Daddy’s money is buying some ‘justice’ for his little girl.”


He nodded. “Unfortunately, all we can do is demand an investigation, which they’ll drag their feet on.”


“I’ll see if I can get the footage,” I told him.


“Your friends?”


I nodded again. Damn it! I needed to stop that.


He smiled. “If we can get our hands on that, we’ve got them over a barrel,” he said.


“If it’s like that, then I want to bankrupt them both. Her father’s just as guilty as she is at this point. He’s proven to her that she can do whatever she wants and there’s no consequences. So long as he has the means, he’ll continue to bail her out.”


He nodded. “I like your attitude. Go for the throat and to Hell with her being sixteen.”


I shrugged feebly. “She could have killed someone. It could just as easily have been a family of four coming home from a New Years party. Me being in a truck probably saved my life. If she’d slammed into a car instead of a higher vehicle, I’d probably be dead. Did the cops calculate how fast she was going?”


“They were on a high-speed chase. It was over 90,” he told me.


“I’d personally love to see jail time for her. I know it’ll be minimal, but it might be the wake-up call she needs to get her head out of her ass.”


He chuckled at that. “I expect that she’ll try to sneak in here to try to make you a more personal offer to settle everything. I’m going to have a recording device planted in the room so that you’re protected from that. We’ll have to put up some sort of sign that the room’s under surveillance, for legal purposes. I’ve also asked that your visitor list be restricted to the people that have been to see you already. That way, if she’s in here, she’s trespassing.”


“I have a few others that I expect, but that should be fine. Just talk to the family and let them know that everyone coming to the hospital to see me needs to let the staff know ahead of time.” I wrote that down and flexed my hand, noting that it was starting to cramp with all the writing I’d been doing. “Wish I had my laptop,” I commented.


“I’ll let them know outside that you want it,” he promised.


We worked out a system where we put a sign on the door that declared the room was under surveillance so that no one could enter the room without knowing they’d be recorded and the recorder turned out to be a camera that did both video and audio. We put it in the back corner, so it would see the door when it opened.


Mike and Mary went home after bringing the kids in to see me after the lawyer left. They said they’d call and promised to be back when I needed them. Linda and Bill left a few days after that and that left me with my mothers here. They took good care of me, making sure I had what I needed, but eventually they had to return to their lives too. Rosa returned to Austin with a short letter for Lizzy, thanking her for being concerned and assuring her that I was on the road to recovery. I was promised a place to stay if I needed to convalesce. I had no doubt about the care I’d get. Rosa would see to it. She’d march into my favorite strip club and enlist the ladies that remembered me to come play nursie until I was well enough to play horsey.


Then it was just me and the biological one. It wasn’t so bad. I told her I’d forgiven Bill and even let him hug me. That made her happy and her eyes brimmed with tears. The Pierces came to see me and they were horrified at the state of me. I was a mess of casts and surgeries. My prognosis was at least three months of bed rest and another three to six months of physiotherapy. They stayed for a few nights, staying in the apartment with Mom. I talked to them about seeing Sabrina during the crash and talking to her a couple of times in the past when I’d needed her. The thought of their daughter being able to watch over me gave them some peace and we all wept a little. They were tears of relief though, not sorrow or loss as they’d been in the past.


We talked and they told me that if I was ever coming back to Denver, I could stay with them. I’d gotten the same promise from Linda and from Mom. I promised them that I’d let them know the next time I was passing close to Denver. “I haven’t been back since the accident, but your place was always my first stop when I talked about visiting.”


“Not your mother’s place?” Hope asked, surprised.


“Things were very ... strained in the family, even before the accident. Afterwards, they broke down completely. This is the first time I’ve spoken to some of them since the end of my first year at college.”


They nodded, understanding. “We know that if Sabrina had lived, that the two of you would be married by now,” Carl told me. “We’ve come to think of you as our own. I know we never told you that, but I know that I would have given Sabrina away to you someday, so I hope you’ll think of us as family.”


I smiled at them both. “I already do,” I told them. “I don’t call as much as I used to, but I’ve tried to keep in touch. I’m sorry I didn’t call on New Year’s. I decided to sleep in that day,” I smirked a little at the joke.


Hope smiled at me and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “You just get well and promise us more grandchildren. Mike can’t do all the work.”


I chuckled at that. “I promise,” I said. “Once I find a girl that I can be proud to bring home to meet you.”


We had a pleasant visit and they got along well enough with my mother, but had avoided the topic of her third son while they were there.


January turned into February. I hadn’t heard from Chloe Sinclair, her father or a lawyer so far. I HAD gotten my settlement for the accident in Denver. The $40,000 was a drop in the bucket compared to my medical fees here and I still felt it was a slap in the face for the years of anguish I’d spent after losing Sabrina, but it was the way the system worked.


Eve had come through and supplied (anonymously, of course) all the traffic cam footage that had been “lost” by LAPD. The lawyer was delighted by that and told me that he was still playing cat and mouse with their lawyers and they were claiming that Chloe was just a passenger in the SUV and the driver had taken off running and not been noticed. Eve had also left behind some sort of program to tell her when people accessed the specific traffic cams from my accident and had the login of the person that deleted them. That got turned over to the District Attorney and turned into a rather embarrassing investigation. I heard later on that he ended up in a wheelchair when someone in prison found out he’d been a cop. That all happened much later though. It was decided that I was going to get my pound of flesh first.


Valentine’s Day, the casts on my arm and leg came off. I was still on bed rest for another month due to the pelvic fracture and hip damage, but I had both my arms working again.


Eve came to see me about once a week. She’d hacked the hospital records to see how my condition was. She and I settled into a friendship that didn’t quite manage to develop past friends into more. We’d never be lovers, that was for sure, but she was more comfortable with me. It turned out that she was NOT the girl in the costume picture she’d sent to me. She’d found it online.


“When you’re feeling all better, I have a present for you,” she said with a smirk when she came to see me late in the day on Valentine’s Day.


“Oh?” I asked, intrigued. “Your gift of the traffic cams was about the best thing I could have hoped for,” I told her. “What do you have that can top that?”


“You’ll see,” she said with another smirk. “Before I give it to you though, I need to give you a high end course on actual hacking. When you’re working for the government or law enforcement, they generally frown on some of the techniques and the particular uses for them.”


I nodded and we got to work on turning me into one of the bad guys. It wasn’t about being a criminal, at least not to me. I learned how to protect my identity while hacking, how to prevent myself from getting caught by police or by the kinds of private security firms that I actually worked for and she got me into techniques. She didn’t have me do anything illegal, but showed me where the weak points were and how to use them to break in. She helped me find the back-doors and promised to show me spots in the deep web and dark web that I could use to further my hacking hobby later on if I chose to follow the rabbit-hole.


It was interesting and some of it made me more interested in my own job, thinking of these problems as leaks and wondering how to plug them. Others made me think of selfish ways to use them. There were several porn sites that I’d never wanted to pay to access, but thought I might try to access from below to get the content. I never planned to get rich or collapse the banking system or hack the CIA or any of that legend-level hacking. I thought it might be fun to access some free porn and play a prank or two.


I was starting to see from Eve’s lessons how immensely hard it was to hide from someone online and was kind of proud that I’d managed to stay under her radar for so long in Austin. She had access to a lot of databases that she shouldn’t and she managed to keep access without anyone coming down on her.


Mom had stayed with me through this time and I was set to be released sometime in April. I’d started my physical rehabilitation with my arm and some gentle movements of my leg. By the time the doctors told me that my pelvis was healed enough to get up and moving, my muscles had deteriorated a lot. I had both Mom and Eve worried about me when they saw me after my first sessions. I was white-faced, weeping from the pain and desperate for relief and sleep.


I gradually got better and the pain medication got to be less and less necessary. I got to like the pain-killers though and that was a problem. The doctors pulled me off of them as soon as I told them I was worried about addiction from my own reactions. After that, I had to make do with far less impressive relief and I struggled through most of April.


Dad finally came to see me about a week before I was released. He hated to fly and the roads through Colorado were too treacherous in winter to drive, but he finally managed to find a window of decent weather and drove down to see me. I’d kept everyone aware of my condition with photos and video chats, so he wasn’t in shock at my condition. He admitted that I looked a lot better than I had initially. Fortunately, I was able to speak at that point, the swelling in my jaw and face had gone down quite a bit and the bones had healed. I was still short nine teeth, but that was a problem for a dental surgeon once I was on the road to recovery.


“Look, Pete,” he started awkwardly, “I’m not real good with words. I’m glad you’re doing better. We were all worried when we found out about the accident. Your brother said that you and he talked some while he was here and straightened things out. I was happy to hear that. I was worried that you weren’t going to ever get to a point that you could forgive him. That’s what I was trying to do that day. I’m sorry that I didn’t listen to you when you tried to leave.”


I nodded. “I’m sorry I kicked you,” I told him. “There was no way we were gonna solve anything in that room. Everyone told me that they were angry or disapproved, but you all had time to process it. Trapped in a room with them and you and Mom supporting them, I lost my mind. At the time, it was them or me, in my head. I couldn’t be anything but enraged at them and you two weren’t far behind. I needed time to get out of there. Things might have been better if I’d woken up without them watching me, but I still would have needed to get out of there. I was bitter and pissed off. I’d held back from a lot of the party life in LA because I was trying to stay faithful to Linda for that first year. It pissed me off to know that they’d been at it even before I left.”


He nodded. “I’m good at construction,” he admitted. “Not so good with people. Your mother told me afterwards that calling you names earned me some of what I’d gotten. Choking you out accounted for the rest. I’m just glad you stopped when you did.”


I nodded. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I wanted to kill Billy, but Mike got him back into the house before I could get my hands on him.”


“That’s okay,” he said. “There were plenty of days I wanted to kill Billy myself. Especially in those early days with him and Linda. I couldn’t well whip him every time he came home from a date with her, but every so often, he’d find himself in trouble for something minor. I never grounded you for not shoveling the driveway, did I?”


I shook my head. “No, I can’t say that you did,” I pointed out. “Billy got grounded for that?”


“Twice,” he confided. “I’d generally find something to punish him for once a month and I’d ground him for it. Your mother gave me grief about it a few times, but none of us approved of what they did to you. Once it came out ... Well, if he hadn’t been standing with Linda, I might have let you boys scrap it out. The way he told you was designed to push your buttons. We didn’t say anything to him until after Linda’s prom and then we lowered the boom on him. We sat the two of them down and told them that they’d torn our family apart with their reckless attitude. We grounded Billy for the summer and told Linda that we had no control over her to ground her, but that she couldn’t come over to the house while Billy was grounded.”


This was a story I hadn’t heard before and I smiled a little, thinking about how that must have irritated Billy. “How long did it last?” I asked.


“We let him off after a month,” he admitted. “By the end of it, he was miserable. Nothing like having your brother steal your girl, but still pretty miserable. We told them both that if they ever fucked up like that again, we’d never speak to them again.”


“It’s nice to know that the road wasn’t smooth for them,” I said, “not just from the standpoint of an angry victim, but because they worked for it. They’re committed to each other and that’s important for their marriage.”


“An expert on marriage now?” he asked, amused.


“Mike and Mary were my whole family for years. I watched their marriage from the start. I felt like Sabrina and I would have had the same kind of relationship if she’d made it.”


He nodded. “I wished we could have known her,” he said sadly. “She looked like she made you very happy. I ... WE were all glad of that. I may have made some crack or another about it, but I hoped she’d help you get over the anger.”


“She did,” I told him. “She still does.” I talked to him about the times Sabrina came to visit me and he nodded attentively. Grandma Hamilton had been superstitious and he was familiar with ghosts and spirits. The missing bottle was an interesting one to him.


“Your Grandma would have loved hearing about that,” he told me affectionately. “She loved those tales. She’d probably fuss over you and tell you that you had ‘The Sight’ or something. I hope she’s brought you some peace.”


“I dunno about that,” I said. “She got me to stop drinking mostly and she got me to forgive Bill, though. Those are minor miracles.”


His visit was pleasant like that. We’d talk about safe topics and he showed me respect. Maybe it was the way I’d handled him that day when Bill and Linda came out or the fact that I never crawled back with my tail between my legs, but he treated me like an equal and I was grateful. It was the first time I’d been treated like that by my father.


My physical therapy frequently left me whimpering and weeping by the end of the session and more than once, I had to be helped back to my room and put to bed, but I steadily got stronger. I was a mess still and was limping badly. My leg just didn’t seem as limber as it had before, but I had hope that I’d get my mobility back.


I got an offer from Chloe Sinclair’s lawyer. The offer was insultingly low and the lawyer smugly declared that we had no way of knowing who’d been driving the SUV. He sat in my hospital room with the check in hand and the non-disclosure agreement warmed up. He wasn’t so smug when I declared that I’d clearly seen his client behind the wheel and no one else in the vehicle with her.


“We also have other evidence that proves that your client was the only occupant of the vehicle,” my lawyer piped up. “Your offer is rejected.”


“I have a counter-offer,” I said lightly. My lawyer looked at me warily, since we’d never discussed an offer.


“I’m listening,” he said.


“Add two zeros to that figure,” I said. “Then have Ms. Sinclair successfully complete rehab for her substance abuse problems and perform 2000 hours of community service with a charity that works with the victims of drunk drivers and I’ll agree to never speak about the manner again in public or private.”


“That’s a ridiculous offer,” he scoffed.


“So was yours,” I said. “Your client has a history of getting behind the wheel of a car and acting like a spoiled brat. If I’d been driving a car instead of a truck, I’d be dead. Someone managed to pay someone to delete the traffic camera footage from the LAPD database. These matters also have a history of getting swept under the rug. If that’s what you want from me, you’ll Goddamn pay for it. I have no reason to show mercy to her. I’m in pain every single day because that girl was drinking underage, driving drunk and fleeing from the cops. That’s my offer. It’s good until my lawyer talks me out of it and convinces me that we can get more.”


He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “You’ll never prove half of this in court,” he said. “We’re negotiating in good faith because Ms. Sinclair’s vehicle was involved in the accident, but she’s not at fault.”


I looked at my lawyer and he took over. “If your position is that Ms. Sinclair is blameless, we’ll be happy to go to trial,” he said with a smug smile of his own. “Her previous two traffic accidents will dovetail well with the police accounts and the physical evidence. Her blood on the driver’s side airbag, her prints being the only ones on the wheel, her bloodwork showing illegal drugs in addition to alcohol she should never have been drinking all point to a celebrity out of control. My client hasn’t been able to work and probably never will again. At his age, that means his degree is useless to him. Tens of thousands of dollars and years of his life devoted to study and he’ll never be able to hold down a job again. Chronic pain, permanent scarring, loss of mobility, decline in his quality of life, diminished ability to form relationships in the future, anxiety from the crash, depression ... The list goes on counselor. Your client is also in for criminal charges before this is all over. A court battle will be ugly and will permanently damage your client’s reputation with the public. She depends on that for her work. Maybe she’ll luck out and be able to get hired for Mel Gibson’s next movie, but otherwise, she’ll become a virtual pariah in Hollywood as public opinion turns against her.”


Her lawyer looked sour about it, but went away with a promise to discuss our proposal to his client. We’d managed not to mention that we had the traffic cam footage. We agreed that our last gambit was to release it to TMZ and then put an unreasonable offer on the table with the promise to mention that Chloe had “stepped up” to make certain I was taken care of, if I was interviewed.


Finally, the day came when I was being released. My parents brought me home from the hospital and I was immediately glad that my building had an elevator. I was still having a lot of trouble with my leg and hip and I lived on the sixth floor. I’d have never made it, if I’d had to take the stairs. I finally got to sleep in my own bed again and get back to some of my life.


Mom and Dad stayed for a couple of weeks, getting me settled. I had to get a new truck, so we went off to look at them. I still had a lot of savings to fall back on, but that wouldn’t last forever. I got another large pick-up with a crew-cab. I wanted something big and tough enough to keep me safe if I was in another accident. I kept the paperwork for it with the rest of my lawsuit materials and vowed to make sure that Chloe paid for it.


“I want to start pressuring them,” I told my lawyer one day in June. I was mostly done with my therapy and I was still having some trouble getting around. I guessed I was always going to have a problem. “They’re sitting pretty and I’m fucked. I’m running short of money, my therapy’s just about done and I’m not gonna get much better.”


“What do you want to use to pressure them?” he asked.


“How about the threat of telling my story?” I asked. “I can talk to the press about how poorly they’ve treated me, how pitiful their offers of compensation are, how I’ve never gotten so much as an apology from Chloe, how the traffic camera footage was mysteriously erased and how this isn’t the first time she’s hurt someone in a car crash.”


He nodded and smiled. He picked up the phone and made a call to their lawyer while I sat there. After the pleasantries, he got down to business. “You’re still sticking to the figure of $750,000 for your final offer?” he asked. “Uh-huh ... Right ... I see ... You’ll expect a non-disclosure agreement about the accident and the whole affair goes away? Well, I can tell you now that we’ll see you in court. My client could get a million just for an interview with TMZ. You can bet your ass that he’ll find his way onto CNN to talk about the problem of celebrities without morals. He also has a lot of friends that work online. It’ll probably trend on social media, people will start picking it up and Chloe Sinclair will end up on Celebrity Rehab when she can’t land a gig doing anything else ... Oh, you’ll get back to me?” he scoffed. “That’s what you said two weeks ago. My client and I are sick of you stalling. You either come to the table with an offer worth looking at or we’re done trying to meet in the middle. We’ll sue your client for every penny of her stated net worth and a percentage of every dollar she’ll make for the rest of her life. I’ll let you know that my client is suffering and he feels like public opinion is the only tool he has left. He’s EAGER to tell his story. If you aren’t willing to give him a reason not to, he’ll tell the story to TMZ, CNN and every online news venue he can find. I would imagine that telling his tale to Nancy Grace would be the easiest money he’ll ever make.”


I sat back and smiled at the part of the exchange I could hear. I wished I could see the look on Chloe’s face when she heard this. I’d see some of the aftermath, but I probably wouldn’t get to see the moment that she found out I was going public. Eve had hacked her computer and had her webcam turned on. Only she and I had the login info, but she’d already given us years of ammunition. In addition to the various nudity that we’d captured from her wandering around in front of her computer getting changed, we were able to listen to her calls that were going on in her bedroom, piggyback her video chats, some of which were of her masturbating with guys and a couple of girls she was friendly with and we had three different people having sex with her in her room at various times.


Eve swore that there would be a bidding war over the nudes if I was willing to put them out there for sale. I guess Chloe’s shitty little vampire drama show was popular with teens.


Whether I sold them or not, I thought that there was a good chance that I’d catch her ranting about the case to one of her friends if this worked.


We were talking about the dollar amount that we’d consider a fair offer while we waited. We agreed that my earning potential was somewhere around $7,000,000 based on my current salary, promotions and raises over the next 40 years. My hospital bills so far had been over $300,000 and I hadn’t had reconstructive surgery to reduce scars, the doctors were talking about more surgery to remove scar tissue and help with my mobility and I hadn’t looked into options to replace my lost teeth. My pain and suffering had been unimaginable to me these past six months and I’d also had to give up most of my hobbies. I’d never be able to dance competently again with my leg the way it was. I couldn’t sit in hard chairs for long periods of time, so frequenting coffee houses or strip joints was a thing of the past. I could go to movies without too much discomfort, but I was still stiff and sore afterwards. I was depressed and miserable and my prognosis was that I wasn’t going to get much better. He explained to me that I was entitled to a chunk of money for my pain and suffering, the disruption to my life so far, the activities I’d have to give up because of my limitations in the future and a few other little things, like psychological scarring. He pointed to me buying a large truck again, where a smaller car would be more economical in the city and suggested that it was because I felt unsafe driving something smaller.


We were still talking it out when his secretary paged him that Chloe’s lawyers were on the phone. He picked it up and they started haggling. We had a rough roadmap of about $10-12 million for the whole thing.


“Kyle,” he said to his counterpart, “Your opening offer didn’t even cover Mr. Hamilton’s medical bills and you haven’t come up significantly since then. We calculate his loss of earning potential to be $7 million based on what he earned at the time of the accident and the reasonable raises and promotions he’d have been able to expect over forty years of working. It was insulting. You knew it, I knew it, Ms. Sinclair knew it, her father knew it and Mr. Hamilton knew it ... Yes, I know Mr. Hamilton’s offer was unreasonable, but his was a little closer to the neighborhood than yours ... Make me an offer, Kyle ... I’ll ask him ... No, I don’t need to get back to you. He’s right here with me. Just give me a moment.”


He put the phone on mute and looked at me. “They’re offering $8million,” he said and he looked like this was where we started negotiating in earnest.


I frowned at that. “Your fees come out of that amount though, right?” He nodded. “I’d have to pay my medical bills out of it and then live the rest of my life on it. What do you think?”


“I think we hold out until they agree to twelve and agree to pay your medical and legal fees besides,” he said. I thought about it and nodded for him to go based on that.


“Hi, Kyle,” he said, going back to the phone. “My client is pleased to hear your new offer. He’s not accepting it, but I can tell you that he’s hopeful that this means we’re making real progress toward finding a number that we can all live with ... You looking for a peek behind the curtain, Kyle?” he asked, amused. “Okay, your number would close if it also came with medical costs now and in the future and my legal fees paid out separately. It still needs to come up. Like I said, Mr. Hamilton will probably never work again, but if he does, it will be at a greatly reduced earning potential.”


He listened to a counter-proposal and made some agreeing sounds. “We’ve decided on our bottom line and I’m sure the Sinclairs have figured out what theirs is too. Let’s dance. You’re at $8 million. We’ll counter with $15, plus legal and medical paid out. We’re looking at a significant distance, but we’re a lot closer than we were an hour ago.”


They hung up so he could take the offer back to his clients and promised a call back. We went back and forth like that for most of the morning. They countered with $9 million and expenses and we countered with $13 million and expenses. They countered with $11 million and after much discussion, we agreed to settle for that. I wouldn’t be able to tell my story, but I wouldn’t have to worry about money for the rest of my life.


It was going to take some time to prepare the checks and the documents for signing, but at that point, I’d be able to live my life without worry again. I had three surgeries scheduled over the next four months and then there would be dental repairs and cosmetic surgery to reduce scarring. By next summer, I’d know where I stood medically.


The annual security conference came around and I was able to attend, so I did. I called Lizzy and made sure that she was still coming. She was staying with me for the week and then flying back to Texas. When she arrived, it was with a young man who held her hand and looked protective of her. She introduced him as Shawn, her boyfriend and hoped I wouldn’t mind if he tagged along.


They were a cute couple and he was studying to be an architect. I told him I’d worked construction in a few places so I had some understanding of what he was studying. Lizzy asked me about my recovery and I was candid with her about it. I’d had my dental surgery by this point and was like new. The dental implants were individual replacement teeth that were screwed right into the jaw. They were top of the line, but my smile was as good as new. I was thrilled. I couldn’t even feel the difference. I showed her some of the scars and told her I didn’t think her boyfriend would appreciate her looking at the ones on my hip.


We attended the conference and I introduced her to all the people I’d met the previous year, including Eve. The four of us had a lot of fun at the conference and I was delving into the rabbit hole of hacking fairly well, but I never considered myself to be an expert on the subject. I was more of an enthusiast who now had a lot of time on my hands. I learned more dirty tricks to fix injustices, both social and legal. I attended lectures on ethics in hacking, deep web locations, dark web atrocities, we hacked phones and tablets and game consoles and smart watches and a dozen other devices to tweak the functionality on them or determine if they were secure or not. I learned a lot about systems security and managed to update everyone I knew about what had happened with the crash.


The week flew past and I felt like I’d had a small taste of life for the first time since New Years. I got out, socialized, learned things and tried to participate in as many demonstrations as I could. Lizzy had a blast and made more friends than I did. She WAS young and pretty. I spent a lot of time with Shawn, who was tasked with helping me out as I stumped around with a cane and a limp that got worse as the day dragged on.


When I put them on the plane at the end of the week, I got a handshake from him and a very gentle hug from her. She had her way in for the conference from now on. She just had to stay on the mailing list.


After the conference, life settled into a routine for me. I was mostly concerned with getting better. I’d been in to see my boss and he told me that he had a job for me whenever I was ready to come back to work, but in the short term, he needed to fill the position. I knew that was coming and told him I appreciated it and got help from one of the guys in taking my personal possessions back to the truck.


I’d had visits from most of the family for a long weekend or a week for Mom and Rosa. They all arranged it so that I wasn’t alone for too long and so that I wasn’t too crowded. Eve stopped by more regularly and we got to be good friends. We were never going to be better than that, but that was no one’s fault.


I had my surgeries, invested my money carefully and settled into as much of a life as I could manage. I was still sore and having trouble getting around. I went in for the reconstructive surgery on my scars and that’s where my life changed again.


Chapter 13


I was just waking up in recovery when one of the nurses came in to check on my vitals. She was taking my pulse when I looked up and noticed her face clearly. She was possibly the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen with blonde hair, bright blue eyes and a figure that even the shapeless hospital scrubs couldn’t conceal. Sabrina had been the light of my life and she paled next to this girl.


She wasn’t looking at my face and she quirked a smile. “Like what you see, Soldier?” she asked knowingly.


“Sorry,” I said breathlessly. “You must get guys staring at you all the time,” I observed sympathetically.


“I do, but how about you close your eyes for a minute and let me get a clear reading on your pulse without your eyes making your heart pound?” she asked with some amusement.


I closed my eyes obediently and she took my pulse. “I really didn’t mean to stare,” I told her, trying to apologize again. “It just took me by surprise, is all. I’ve spent a lot of time in hospitals and I’ve never seen anyone as beautiful as you working in any of them. I’ll try not to stare from now on.”


“You DO look a little beat up,” she commented. “Where’d you get injured? Iraq or Afghanistan?”


“Lakewood Boulevard,” I told her dryly.


“What?” she blurted. “I thought you ... You’re not a soldier?”


I opened my eyes and looked into her beautiful blue eyes. “No, Ma’am,” I told her. “I was a designated driver on New Years and got in an accident. I’d just dropped off my last passenger, so the only person I failed to get home safe and sound was me. I was run over by irony.”


She smiled at that. “That’s a good attitude, soldier,” she said, winking at me. “Learn to laugh about it and you don’t end up crying about it.” She chatted with me a little more as she was checking my IV and making sure my dressings didn’t need changing.


I learned her name was Loraine or Lori for short and she was used to the surge of male attention. She told me that I’d be in for a couple of days, due to the extensive nature of the scarring they’d worked on.


It turned out that I ended up in a good news/bad news situation. The bad news was that I was the proud new owner of a brand new post-op infection. The good news was that I’d get to spend a little more time basking in the light of my new favorite nurse as they kept me in to treat the infection. We talked a little during the times that she was in with me and I took to closing my eyes when she was with me.


“What’s up?” she asked me a few days later, tapping me on the forehead. “You’ve been closing your eyes whenever I come in. You decide that you don’t like how I look after all?”


I laughed at that and opened my eyes to look at her. “I’ve been doing an experiment,” I admitted, gauging her reaction. “I wanted to see if I liked you for your personality or if I was won over by your stunning good looks.”


She smiled brightly at that. “And how’s your experiment going so far?” she asked.


“Not so good,” I admitted. “I still find myself looking forward to every minute I get to spend talking to you, but now I’m not sure if I like you for your personality or if I’m just falling in love with the sound of your voice.”


That made her laugh. “Nicely done,” she complimented me. “So how do you make sure?”


I thought about that. “Well, there’s two ways that I can think of,” I admitted. “I could ask for your number and we could get into text conversations, friend each other online and use messengers and emails to stay in touch after I’m released back into the wild.”


“And what’s the other way?” she asked, amused.


“I could ask you out to dinner and we can see how long before I stop thinking you’re stunning.”


She snickered at that. “I think there’s an ethical problem with dating a patient,” she told me dismissively.


“Well, obviously I’d wait until I was out of here for our first date,” I said exasperated. “Have you HAD the food here? Feeding this to a girl on a first date is a great way to never get past the first date.”


“That’s true,” she laughed and then shrugged. “Sure,” she said finally.


“Not gonna lie, that is the BEST news I’ve had in three years,” I told her ardently.


She smiled at me. “Just get better and we’ll talk about where you can take me,” she said lightly, then glanced at the door. “Not that I’m ashamed about it, but I’m gonna try not to mention it to the rest of the nursing staff on the floor,” she told me. “I don’t date and the girls think I’m gay because of it. The gossip flows freely around here.”


I nodded. “I’ll try not to look like I’ve been put on the good painkillers,” I promised. “I’ll have some trouble keeping the grin off my face though.”


“Slap yourself on the hip if you start getting too happy,” she said dryly and patted my surgery scar to demonstrate. She winked at me and then she was gone to check on some of the other patients. I was on cloud nine.


When Eve came to visit me later in the day, she looked at me oddly. “You okay?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I told her. “I’m feeling pretty damn good actually. Why? Don’t I look it?”


“You look high,” she said. “I figured they must have put you on some kind of new medication.”


I shook my head. “No, nothing like that,” I assured her. “I’ve just been in a good mood all day.”


She nodded. “Well, it’s weird. Cut it out. Moan about the pain or whine about being stuck in here or whimper about the hospital food or bitch about getting an infection in the first place. You could at least complain that the hospital wifi sucks.”


“Okay,” I said with a smile. “The hospital wifi is the worst. Can you believe how bad it is. Like is this a hospital in Russia or something?”


She sat down and dramatically swiped an arm across her brow. “Whew! Now I feel better. So you want to tell me why you’re really on top of the world?”


“I think I need that to be a surprise for a little while longer, but I promise, I’ll tell you sooner or later,” I said with a smirk and promptly slapped myself on the hip like I’d been told to do, making myself wince.


“What’d you do that for?” Eve wanted to know, looking at my hip where I’d slapped the incision.


“It ... It helps when the incision itches,” I told her. It actually DID help some, but it was an old remedy for the itch in a healing tattoo. One of the guys in Austin had been an ink addict and had explained why he was tapping his fresh ink one day at lunch.


She nodded and accepted the explanation. We settled down into more comfortable topics after that. She’d sent the Chloe Sinclair footage to the District Attorney and to LAPD Internal Affairs. She’d included the login of the person that had deleted the footage originally.


I was glad she’d given me the heads-up when I got a call from a police detective the next day, to ask about it.


“I work in online security,” I explained to him. “I have a lot of friends that work in cyber-warfare either with law-enforcement, government or freelance.”


“So which of your friends works with LAPD?” he asked.


“Honestly, I don’t know if any of them do,” I admitted. “About half the people I know are vague about what they do for a living. I’m sure at least one of them works to protect vital computer infrastructure for DHS, NSA or another of the alphabet soup agencies. When news about my accident got out, people that work in other parts of the country probably hacked in to get an idea what had happened to me.”


“Your friends are aware that obstruction of justice is a serious charge and hacking into police servers is a perfect example of obstruction,” he pointed out, leaving just a hint of a question.


“But they didn’t obstruct justice,” I told him. “They preserved the data in those servers and left behind a watchdog program to tell them who accessed the data so they could continue to follow the investigation.”


“I hadn’t told you that,” he pointed out to me. “So you know who the hacker is.”


“I didn’t say that,” I argued. “I was sent a copy of the footage and the login of the person that deliberately erased YOUR copy. So in effect, the hacker has handed you a criminal case on a silver platter, uncovered a dirty cop and done the heavy lifting for you. Threatening to charge them with a crime seems like a pretty poor way to repay their help. Don’t cops ask the public to help them track down the guilty?”


“They do, but not at the cost of what’s right,” he said reasonably.


“Maybe accessing that data wasn’t technically right, but deliberately deleting the data and then lying to me about how it was lost isn’t exactly the portrait of virtue.”


“Fair enough, but that’s why Internal Affairs is on the case,” he said.


“In this case, think of the hacker as an ombudsman. They oversaw the investigation from a vantage point free from bias and prejudice and bribery. The hackers I know are categorized as white hats. They use the same techniques, but they penetrate systems for damn good reasons, not for personal gains. All I know is that they boosted the footage originally because details of the accident were hard to come by through official channels. They left the watchdog program so they’d know who was handling it for the same reason. It’s hard to even get transferred to the right officer’s phone if you don’t know who you’re looking for. It turns out that they were lucky they did that. It ended up showing that the records were erased by someone.”


He grunted sourly, but the LAPD was extensive and getting in contact with an officer handling a specific case was sometimes a nightmare.


He asked me a lot of questions about the accident and my recollections. I told him that I’d seen the SUV coming toward me, but that once I’d been hit, I lost the thread of what else happened.


We talked for about twenty minutes and then he let me go, promising to keep me informed as the case developed.


I finally got my release orders two days later. Lori had told me that she’d meet me in the hospital lobby to drive me home. I’d purposely left my truck at home so I wouldn’t be leaving it in the hospital parking lot. I rode out of the hospital in a wheelchair and she led me to her very small and sporty Kia Forte. It was bright red, two door, low to the ground and terrifyingly fragile-looking.


I was thrilled to see her and told her so. If she looked stunning at work, she was a work of art in her off time. Her hair was usually worn up and she wore some minimal makeup. Today, she looked like she’d had a team of beauticians working all day to craft perfection and they’d succeeded. She was dressed in form-hugging jeans and a tight top that made me glad to have eyes.


“Thank God you’re driving,” I told her faintly. “I don’t think I could keep my eyes on the road right now.”


She grinned and as soon as I got out of the chair, she gave me a hug that pressed her breasts against my chest enticingly. I was aware of how good they felt and aware that I hadn’t felt this strongly about a woman since Sabrina. I hugged her back briefly and got myself into the car awkwardly. I was extremely nervous about the size of her car, but she was taking her day off to help me out. I was grateful.


We drove in silence for a few moments as I drank in the sight of her. I finally found my voice. “Sorry,” I said. “I promised to try not to stare when we first met, didn’t I?”


“Yeah, I remember you making a ridiculous promise like that,” she teased me. “I don’t get what the fuss is about. I’m a girl. Didn’t they have girls where you grew up?”


I chuckled. “I think they had one or two, but you’re sinfully beautiful,” I told her.


“Sinfully?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.


“A guy can hope,” I shrugged. “I’m just thrilled that you agreed to go out with me. I was almost as stunned by that as I was by your eyes.”


The laugh she treated me to was musical. I’d fallen in love with Linda over the course of high school. Sabrina had stolen my heart over the course of that summer we’d reconnected. Everything about Lori surged through my soul already. Her laugh made my breath catch, her voice made my spine tingle, her smile reduced me to a stuttering mess. I blinked and realized that she was The One. I got quiet and she noticed.


“What’s wrong, Peter?” she asked. I hadn’t told her to call me Ham, like most everyone else did. She glanced over at me and pulled the car over to get out of traffic. “Are you okay?” she demanded to know. She reached over and thumbed back my eyelids to look at my eyes closely. She was worried I was in medical distress. I reached up and took her hands in mine, reeling from the lovesick way I felt, just from holding her hands.


I looked in her eyes and smiled a little. “I’m okay,” I said softly. “You’ve gotten close to me in a short space of time and I didn’t think that was possible. I just had an epiphany about it.”


She squeezed my hands in return, still looking concerned. “I’m all ears,” she told me, interested.


“I...” I started and wondered how to tell this woman that gets hit on fifty times a day that I was head over heels in love with her after only a bare week of her company. I licked my lips, which were suddenly dry and gazed at her. “I never believed in love at first sight before,” I said, nervous as a man with a lit match in a room full of dynamite. “I know it’s ridiculous to say that before we’ve even gone out on a date and the rational part of my mind is screaming at me to shut up, but I’ve never been blindsided like this. It’s completely out of the blue.” I finally managed to clamp my jaws shut and stared at her with love and terror mixing in my expression. I could feel myself blushing as my cheeks heated.


She stared at me in surprise for a moment and then she started to look more contemplative. “So you’re saying that you’re in love with me?” she asked carefully. Yeah. I definitely fucked it up.


I looked down, but nodded. “Yeah,” I said softly, my voice still filled with wonder. “I feel like everything that’s happened in my life has been pushing me toward you.”


She thought about that and laughed a little. “Like I was your destiny?” she asked, amused. That tone gave me some small hope that she wasn’t running for the hills.


I nodded again and dared to look up at her face again. She smiled and took my hand. “Tell me about your destiny,” she said and turned in her seat to face me.


“She has the most amazing blue eyes, like the ocean on a bright, sunny day,” I started and she shook her head.


“Not what I meant, soldier, although, you can tell me more about my eyes later,” she said. “Tell me about what pushed you to me.”


I nodded in understanding. I started with my story. I didn’t scrimp on details or gloss over things. She listened and we drove to a Starbucks to get something to drink while I shared with her. She heard about Bill and Linda, my bad reaction to it, staying with Mike, going to college here, meeting Sabrina, how much we’d made each other happy, the night that her life had ended, my desperate wish to be with her, moving to Birmingham, Mike’s kids, working in Austin, Rosa, Linda’s visit to try to patch things up, Mike and Mary’s problems with the house, moving back here for work, my laughably bad dates, Eve and finally, the accident, the fight to settle the suit, the depression, the worry about addiction and the pain I’d put up with instead, the reconstruction, therapy and the question of what to do now that I was unemployable in the short term and possibly the long-term as well.


After Starbucks had gotten stale, we’d gone for lunch at a restaurant I’d known from my college days while she let me pour out my story. I told her all of it, including Sabrina’s occasional visits to try to straighten me out. She sounded interested in all of that. I finally wound down, realizing that I’d just poured out my life story to her. “I’m gonna shut up now,” I said apologetically. “I’ve been talking non-stop for two hours.”


“You had a lot to say,” she told me generously, “and you DID say a lot. I can’t imagine holding someone I loved while they died,” she told me sympathetically. “Okay, I think you deserve to hear a little about me. It’s not nearly as long a story,” she said. “It’ll explain a few things to you too.”


She stirred her coffee to give herself a moment to think of how to start. “I was thirteen when I first had sex with my brother,” she started off. I was floored and it showed. She smiled and shrugged. “He was sixteen and I’d loved him all my life. I won’t tell you the details, but I pursued him and he finally caved to my demands that he teach me. We kept that up for over two years. I loved him more than life, but we knew we were sunk if anyone found out. Fortunately there’s one thing that Minnesota has plenty of and that’s places to make out. We’d go camping and hiking and fishing, but really we were fucking like goats.”


“I thought the term was ‘fucking like bunnies’,” I pointed out.


“I tell you that I had a love affair with my own brother and THAT’S the part you need me to be clear about?” she laughed and I realized that she was as nervous as I was. “Minnesota has a lot of farms too. Goats put rabbits to shame,” she told me. “Rabbits generally stick to rabbits. Goats don’t care. They’ll mount anything that stands still long enough. That’s not the point though.” She took a deep breath and continued. “I was fifteen when he went away. He enlisted after high school. He joined the army and after training, they sent him to Iraq. I was frantic every day. He was the love of my life and he was in danger every single day. I hated the worry and I counted the days until he was shipped home. He was gone for most of my last two years of high school. The first time, he was gone fourteen months and came home just before Christmas of my senior year. We never got together that Christmas. He was there, but there was so much attention, that we couldn’t find a time or place to sneak off. We both wanted it, but there was no way.”


She paused and sipped her coffee to wet her throat and give herself a moment. I took her free hand in mine and just held it, letting her know that I was there to support her.


She smiled at me gratefully and continued. “Jeff had been injured a few times and he had a collection of medals and decorations to his credit when he’d come home. I was proud, but also scared. He’d been in combat and gotten hurt. I decided to go into medicine at that point and threw myself into the books. I’d never been a bad student, but now I wanted to get into medical school and be a doctor so I could be there for him the next time he was hurt. It was a silly expectation, but I was motivated. He shipped back to Iraq in May. He’d talked a lot about using his veterans’ benefits to go to school. He wanted to teach. I’d just started studying to be a nurse when we got word that he’d been hurt by a roadside bomb. He lost both his legs and his self-respect went with them. He got depressed and wouldn’t let any of us in. By the time he was home for a year, he was drunk all the time and one night, he killed himself. He left a note telling us that he was sorry, but he’d lost his life on that road in the Sandbox.”


I could tell that she’d put it to rest as much as I’d put Sabrina to rest. There was sadness in her voice and her eyes, but the pain had run its course. “You look a lot like him,” she told me with a smile, gazing at me longingly. “That’s probably what got my attention. When I saw you in the hospital for the first time, you were still out. I thought I was looking at a ghost.”


“If I look like him, then I can understand that,” I told her. “If I came face to face with Sabrina’s double, I’d be take another look too.”


“It wasn’t just that though,” she said. “That wouldn’t have gotten you on a date with me. You have a few of the same quirks. That whole closing your eyes thing. That’s the kind of thing Jeff would have done to tease me. You’re different too though. Jeff hated computers. He could never figure out how to get them to do what he wanted. He never had the ability to laugh at himself like you did when you talked about getting run over by irony.”


I nodded. “Well, someone very smart told me that if I laugh about it, I won’t have time to cry about it,” I reminded her.


She smiled, remembering that she’d told me that. “So where do we go from here?” she asked sheepishly.


I looked at my watch and smiled. “We’re almost ready to go to dinner,” I told her and she gaped at the time.


“We’ve been here all afternoon?” she gasped.


I nodded and left a VERY generous tip in thanks for them letting us lounge around, even though it wasn’t a busy day. “Let’s go back to my place and see what I need to replace in the fridge. I don’t think I’ll be able to trust my milk, so I’ll need to get some before I can offer a lady a cup of coffee.”


She nodded and we got back in her car before I answered her question. “So you wanted to know where we go from here,” I started as she drove. “You heard my story, ghosts, my relationship with my brother and all. You’re not having thoughts about running for the hills, knowing all that and hearing that I’m in love with you?”


She shook her head. “You haven’t told me anything that makes me nervous. What about you? You know I’m guilty of some pretty filthy incest and that my brother looked like you. Does that make you hate me? Are you worried that I’ll look at you and see him?” She looked like she was on the edge of panic.


“Pull over here for a second,” I told her and her face fell. She probably thought I was going to get out and leave her here. She had another thing coming.


She parked the car and looked at me hopelessly. I leaned over awkwardly because of the pressure it put on my bad hip. I reached up to cup her cheek gently in one hand and kissed her lips for the first time, tasting life in that contact for the first time in years. It was like feeling the dawn on my face after a long, dark storm. It was relief from so many pains and sorrows and anxieties that it took me by surprise. I opened my eyes and looked at her as I pulled back an inch.


“Did that feel like hate?” I asked, gazing into her eyes, my breath tickling her lips when I spoke.


She sobbed and threw her arms around my neck. I held her as well as I could in the tiny car, with the center console between us. It struck me how much courage it took for her to tell me her story. It wasn’t just embarrassing, it was her confessing to a crime. The social stigma of incest, the legal consequences and the damage to her relationship with her family. I stroked her back and told her that it was okay and that she was safe and that I loved her.


I knew that she’d never told this story to anyone before. Who could she have trusted with it? I held her tighter. “Face it, Pretty Lady,” I whispered to her. “You’re stuck with me. Maybe we were pushed into finding each other.”


Her arms tightened around my neck and we stayed like that for a long time. Eventually, she let me go and fanned her face with both hands while I settled back in the seat with a groan for my stiff hip.


“I must look terrible!” she commented and then saw me wincing and flexing my leg as much as I could. “Your leg!” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me you were in pain?!!?”


“Because you were in pain too,” I told her. “I chose between soothing yours and soothing mine. I made the right choice. And you look radiant.”


“The HELL you did!” she complained and started the car. “We have to get you home so you can stretch out.”


She drove directly to my place with directions and had to help me out of the car. Don’t ever get in a car accident, kids. The brochures lie. It’s not any fun at all.


I was limping pretty badly when we finally got to the apartment and I opened the door. She guided me to the sofa and asked if I had any painkillers. I nodded and told her that they were in the medicine cabinet. She went into the bathroom and came back with the bottle, frowning at the label. “These don’t seem very strong,” she complained, but got me a glass of water to take them with.


I nodded. “I started looking forward to the painkillers a little too much after the accident, so I asked the doctor to cut me back.”


She looked at me and shook her head. “Another way you’re different from Jeff,” she said dryly. “You need to have better medication than this,” she told me firmly. “Your body is still healing. You need some help right now.”


I nodded in agreement. “Today, I could have used them, but that’s okay. I had a good reason to want to be alert.” She gave me a dirty look and then picked up my left leg and slowly started helping me flex it to limber me up. It was like being back in therapy and it hurt a lot by the time she was done, but it was less stiff. “Thanks,” I said when she was done and tried to sit up so she could sit.


She smiled and stopped me from moving, sitting me up sideways long enough to sit down and then she pulled my head back down pillowing it in her lap while she gazed down at me, smoothing my hair gently. We were lost in each other. I saw my feelings reflected in her eyes. We didn’t use words, just gentle touches and she was the one doing most of the touching, since I had limited access to her body. She traced her fingers over my face and across my shoulders and leaned over to kiss me, inadvertently pressing her breasts against my cheek as her lips brushed mine.


We talked and touched and stared at each other. That was the beginning. I’d found the woman of my dreams. She’d found the man her brother had almost been. That night, we ordered dinner in, she went home reluctantly. We were at the door, kissing tenderly, dreading the moment she’d have to say goodnight.


“I have to go,” she said, agonized. “I have an early day tomorrow. I’ll be back though,” she promised. “As often as you’ll let me.”


I didn’t hesitate. I gave her a key. After the accident, there were a lot of them made for all the people that had been here visiting. Rosa, Mike and Mary still had theirs. The others had admitted that they weren’t sure how often they’d be back. I thought Mom still had hers though.


“You don’t have to call,” I told her. “We don’t have to have plans, just come over, whether you want breakfast before work or a hug on the way home or anything.”


She smiled and kissed me again, more deeply this time, her lips parting and for the first time, my tongue greeted hers. She finally broke the kiss and really did have to go.


When she was gone, I took stock of my kitchen, for no better reason than to keep my mind occupied. I was dismayed. My milk needed to be poured out, my eggs were bad, My lettuce looked at me like the grumpy retiree that it was about to become, my tomatoes were now well on their way to being raisins and the list went on. I’d only planned on being in the hospital a couple of days, so I’d had food on hand that I could make with some ease. I checked it all out and decided to go shopping before it got too late.


I was exhausted by the time I got back to the apartment and put everything away, but I went to bed that night, hopeful that I was right where I was supposed to be for the first time since Sabrina and I had gone to dinner that last time.


Chapter 14


The next day, I got up and was showered and wandering around the kitchen in shorts and a t-shirt when the door opened.


I came to the kitchen door and beamed as Lori came to kiss me. “You mentioned something about breakfast,” she said hopefully. “Where do you want to go?”


“Sit down,” I gestured to the kitchen table. “I was just getting things started.”


“Are you sure about the milk?” she asked. “We didn’t get around to checking it last night.”


“I went shopping after you went home,” I told her. “Everything’s fine.” I poured some batter into my favorite kitchen appliance, my waffle-maker, and started on coffee, pausing to kiss her cheek every time I happened to be passing the table.


We talked while I made her breakfast. “I dreamed about Jeff last night,” she told me. “I haven’t done that in a long time.”


“Was it a good dream?” I asked, watching her face.


“Yeah,” she smiled. “We were just talking. I was standing and he was in his wheelchair. I don’t remember what we talked about, but then he smiled at me and said, ‘he’s waiting’ and then told me that I looked beautiful in my dress. I looked down at myself and I was wearing a wedding dress. When I looked up, Jeff was gone, but I was about to walk down the aisle.”


I arched an eyebrow. “Interesting,” I said and put a waffle in front of her, bringing her butter and syrup to go with it. “Should I ask who was waiting nervously for you?”


“You’re going to look good in a tux,” she answered me and smirked as she drowned her waffle in syrup.


That was what I’d hoped for. “That’s good to know,” I said with a smile. “I don’t remember my dreams from last night, but the pills normally leave me like that. When I have my discussion with Sabrina, I’m sure it’ll be just as vivid as that, though.”


“I want to see her,” she said. “I mean her picture. She was important to you. I want to be able to put a face to her name.”


I nodded and promised to dig up her picture after breakfast. I sat down a few moments later when she told me that she didn’t need another one. We ate together in what became our habitual way to start the day. She laughed the first time I had a lunch ready for her when she got to the breakfast table. I learned the foods she loved and I took a little time to make sure she ate with a little variety. So, after a couple of weeks, she showed up at the apartment with several bags of groceries.


“What’s all this?” I asked, as she started putting things away.


“Food,” she said with a smile. “I don’t eat at home. We have breakfast here, you make me lunch and then I’m back here for dinner. Some of this came from my kitchen, but I went shopping for food too.”


That night we were planning on going out for dinner and I could tell she was nervous. She was changing here and wouldn’t show me her dress until it was time to go. We were taking my truck, which was normal for us. She knew about my anxiety about car accidents and she was perfectly comfortable with the truck. Since I bought the truck after the accident, I’d gotten it with entry assist steps on both sides, so I wasn’t as concerned about her modesty in a dress as I might have been otherwise.


I was instructed to go get into my suit for the evening and she took over the guestroom to get ready, apply makeup and start on her hair. I was dressed in about fifteen minutes, but she took over an hour and I thought it was a waste of time. She could come out in a poncho made from a trash bag, with no makeup and she was still the most beautiful woman I could imagine. I wisely didn’t suggest that though, contenting myself that she would look beautiful no matter what she was wearing.


When she was ready, I mentally kicked myself. “You look like royalty!” I told her. She was wearing a red dress and she’d made her hair and makeup look like she had the power to execute workers who displeased her. I couldn’t see the makeup on her. I didn’t know what she’d done, but it was flawless. She looked like herself idealized. “You always take my breath away, but tonight, you’ve gone to a whole new level.”


She smiled dazzlingly and twirled, for my inspection. I was a lucky SOB and I had no idea how I was going to keep my hands off her all night. So I compromised. I didn’t, but I didn’t mess up her makeup. I wrapped my arms around her and held her. She felt so good in my arms that I didn’t want to go to dinner, but we eventually locked the apartment and I held her door for her, helping her up into the truck, since her heels weren’t meant for the climb.


I stole frequent glances at her as we stopped at lights, but I turned into a hawk when the light turned green. I’d learned about distractions while driving. She could see the anxiety in my body language and the look she gave me when we parked at the restaurant was sympathetic.


I smiled and got out to come around and get her door. I took her hand as she climbed down from the truck, thinking that I might want to look into something a little lower for occasions like this. We’d made reservations for tonight and the restaurant was something well outside of where either of us normally ate, but we’d both wanted tonight to be special. I didn’t tell her that the dollar menu at Burger King would have been just as special to me if I was out with her, but I think she knew. We were pampering each other tonight.


Dinner was fabulous and I had to admit that they had BK on the ropes. We were just leaving when I saw a familiar face entering the restaurant.


“Hello, Chloe,” I said quietly. “It’s been a long time.”


She took me in from the bottom of my cane to the top of my haircut and smiled. “Hello,” she said. “How’ve you been?” She asked, coming to hug me thinking that I was an industry contact. The cane had been a present from Eve and she said she’d picked it up for a song at a storage locker auction she went to. It was ornate and black, inlaid with mother-of-pearl and carved intricately. There were small semi-precious gemstones and gold accents. It was suitable for formal occasions and this was its maiden voyage. “It’s been ... Oh, how long?”


I smiled, and hugged her back. She was seventeen now and I wondered if she was still a menace. “New Year’s Eve,” I reminded her of when we met. “I must have passed out shortly after we ran into each other, but it was that kind of party.”


She stiffened when she realized that I was the person she’d hit and when she pulled back, there was worry on her face. I smiled at her reassuringly. “Let me introduce you to my girlfriend. Chloe Sinclair, this is Lori Johnson.”


They exchanged pleasantries, with Chloe recovering a little now that she knew she wasn’t gonna get my cane wrapped around her head.


She bit her lip and looked at me sheepishly. “How have you been since the accident?” she asked delicately.


I shrugged. “It took a long time to get here, but life is starting to feel like it’s worth living again,” I told her and then looked at Lori. “That’s her doing.”


“Have you told her about the accident?” she asked.


“No, when the settlement was reached, I promised not to. She has to marry me before I can tell her,” I smiled at Lori.


Chloe stunned me when she told her. “I was the one that hit Mr. Hamilton,” she said. “I was scared and drunk and a little high and I was running from the cops when the accident happened.” She turned to me and looked worried all over again. “I wanted to apologize from the first day,” she said. “The lawyers told me to say nothing and admit nothing though. They were trying to see if they could fix it.”


I nodded. “Lawyers are picky like that,” I told her. “Thank you for saying it now. I appreciate it. I don’t want you to worry about it though. I know you didn’t mean for any of it to happen.” I really didn’t want her to agonize over it. “How have you been since then? I heard that you had some injuries too.”


She laughed mirthlessly. “A nose bleed and a sore wrist,” she said. “I ... I stopped drinking after that night. I heard that you’d first wanted me to do rehab and volunteer with a charity to fight drunk driving. I actually started doing that,” she said. “The volunteering, that is. I realized that I’d almost killed someone. If I’d been going a little faster...” She shook her head.


“I’m glad you’re doing better,” I told her sincerely. “I’m thrilled that you’re helping others too.”


She smiled and thanked me. “It was nice seeing you,” she said when she was told that her table was ready. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.” She kissed me on the cheek and then told Lori that she must be a miracle worker to get me back on my feet.


We said goodbye and then walked back to the truck. I held her door and then got in behind the wheel. “So you got put in a coma by a Hollywood starlet, huh?” she asked when we were settled.


I nodded. “I’d have told you, but the terms of the settlement included a non-disclosure agreement.”


“That’s okay,” she assured me. “It’s interesting that she told me though.”


“I think she was looking to make amends,” I admitted. “I was surprised, but pleased.”


After dinner, we had tickets to a comic at a local venue and then we were going to try dancing a little. I was hopeful that I could still take to the dance floor. The comedian was funny, but a little flat, like he had his material down to a science and was phoning it in, but the dancing went better than I could have hoped.


My leg cooperated and Lori wasn’t an avid dancer, so my mistakes were mostly glossed over. I gave her my all, even if my all was less than I wanted it to be. We danced and laughed and fell deeper in love with each other. We drove back to the apartment and I held her close as we stood just inside the closed door.


“I don’t want tonight to end,” I admitted. “You make me feel so much more alive than I can remember feeling. I crave that feeling when I have to share you with the world.”


She blushed beautifully at that and melted in my arms. “I’ve got tomorrow off,” she confided. “We don’t HAVE to call it a night.” She punctuated her statement by nibbling on my earlobe.


I shivered in response and ran my hands over her back. “You always say the sweetest things to me,” I whispered back to her and started kissing her neck, intoxicated from her perfume and her shampoo and the scent beneath it all that was just her. “I love you, so much,” I breathed in her ear.


“I love you too,” she told me and I felt her fingers stroking my neck gently as we necked softly. She started to push my suit jacket off my shoulders and I let it slide to the floor readily enough. I reached for the clasp on her dress, but she spun out of my arms nimbly. “Ah, ah, ah!” she chided with a smile on her face before she returned to me. She loosened my tie and pulled it off, tossing it aside and beckoning me to follow her. She unbuttoned my shirt and kicked off her shoes while she led me toward the bedroom. I realized that she was leaving a trail of clothes across the apartment.


“You leaving clothes everywhere for a reason?” I asked playfully.


“It’s fun to think of someone stopping by and seeing clothes everywhere,” she told me and pushed my shirt down my arms, dropping it right there at the entrance to the hall. She surveyed her handy-work and frowned. “It needs something.”


“A red dress?” I asked with a smile.


She nodded. “I think that’s the next step.” She turned her back and gathered her hair over her shoulder so I could unzip her dress. “Help a girl out?” she asked coyly.


I stepped up and started to nuzzle her neck as I opened the clasp and drew the zipper down to her perfect ass. She’d worn a black push-up bra and it matched her garter belt and panties as I helped her out of her dress.


“You get to place this one,” she said. I looked around the living room and then tossed it into the kitchen, letting it spread over the table like a newspaper. She looked at it and nodded her approval. “Perfect,” she said and my attention was drawn back to her.


She was a goddess. Her long blonde hair fell around her shoulders and her golden skin was accentuated by the black lingerie. I hungered for her and I wrapped my arms around her, wanting to feel her skin against mine. She came to me just as eagerly, her lips seeking out mine as we poured our lust into each other. My fingers found the clasp of her bra and I opened it, freeing her breasts as I pulled it from between us. I let it drop from my fingers where we stood and the two of us kept moving down the hall. My pants went next, with some difficulty. Long ago, I’d mastered the knack for taking off my socks with out the use of my hands, so they soon followed.


She grasped the waistband of my shorts in her hands and pushed them down off my hips. I let them pool at my feet and stepped out of them, leaving me naked. I awkwardly lowered myself to my knees in front of her and pulled her panties down, revealing her womanhood, inch by delectable inch. I held the panties for her to step out of them and she put her hands on my shoulders while she did so. I noticed that she was obviously wet, the inside of her panties showing considerable lubrication. I looked up at her when I had them free of her legs and lifted them to my lips, snaking out my tongue to get my first taste of her sex.


She bit her lip, as we locked eyes. I was inflamed by that brief taste and draped the thong over the doorknob for the Master Bedroom before putting my hands on her hips and pulling her closer. I wrapped my arms around her hips and kissed her mound, noting that she was freshly shaved as I ran my tongue over her labia slowly.


She groaned and tangled her fingers in my hair, pulling my head back. “Take me to bed first,” she said. “That can’t be comfortable for you.”


She helped me up and we opened the door, ending our trail of clothes. Her stockings and garter belt would decorate the room later, but now, I liked them where they were.


She pushed me back onto the bed and I settled myself in the middle of the bed while she climbed on with me. She plastered herself to my body and our tongues danced together passionately as she ground herself against me. I ran my hands over her back and ass, certain that I’d never touched anything as smooth in my life. She lifted her lips from mine and grinned at me wickedly before she started kissing her way down my body. She graced each of my scars with a kiss along the way.


I shivered when she started to suck on my nipples. I’d never had that sensation before and I liked it. She chuckled at my reaction and switched back and forth a few times. I tried to pay attention to what she was doing, guessing that she was treating mine like she hoped I’d treat hers. She worked her way lower after a while and spread my thighs to nestle in between them. She kissed all up and down my legs before nuzzling my balls. She started to lick and suck on them, tugging gently at them as she bathed them with her lips.


My eyes rolled in my head as she nipped at them, just grazing them with her teeth as if she knew exactly how much pressure was too much and stopped just short of it. Finally, she looked up and me with a lustful grin and slowly licked from the base of my cock all the way up to the tip, dragging her tongue along the shaft, sampling the taste of my skin for the first time. I was moaning softly as she got to the top and she kissed the crown with her full lips. I thought I was in Heaven to this point. She swirled her tongue around the head and then closed her lips around me, sliding them up and down my shaft. It was the most scorching hot blowjob I’d ever had. Linda’s attempts had been halfhearted ordeals of teeth and tears. Her teeth, my tears.


Lori seemed to know how to avoid letting me feel her teeth unless she was trying to get me to calm down so I wouldn’t cum too quickly. I think she underestimated how turned on I was and the effect of going without for years. “Lori!” I gasped, the third time she’d applied teeth to back me off of my orgasm. “I’m gonna cum!” I warned her, straining to hold back while she decided how to handle it. She looked up at me and nodded. Suddenly, the teeth she’d been threatening me with disappeared and she she pumped my shaft with both hands while she kept the tip in her mouth and flicked her tongue over the sensitive underside.


That was it. I groaned loudly and then I felt myself swell in her hands a second before I started shooting. I screamed and flexed my hips as jet after jet of cum filled her mouth. She swallowed and kept pumping as I blasted against the roof of her mouth again and again, growling in triumph as eight years of sexual frustration shattered in that first life-changing orgasm.


I flopped back onto the bed, trembling slightly at the impact it had on my body and mind. Lori giggled and gave my cock one final affectionate kiss before crawling back up to check on me. I pulled her to me and kissed her deeply, pushing my tongue into her mouth. I knew I was tasting my own cum along with the shrimp cocktail she’d had at the restaurant and the wine that she’d sipped at the comedy club. I held her in my arms as I drifted in pure bliss. Who needed painkillers when I was feeling like this, I reasoned. I knew that the rapture would fade soon, but I wasn’t ready to pop the bubble just yet.


“Maybe I should call you Sailor from now on,” she suggested. “I think I swallowed half an ocean.”


I chuckled. “Nah,” I said lazily. “You’d be Sailor.”


“How do you figure?” she asked, raising her head to look at me. “Because you just swabbed the dick,” I said, tickling her sides.


She shrieked in laughter and then fought me off. “Very funny, comedian,” she said. “If you’re recovered enough to joke, let’s put that tongue to better use.” She laid back and crooked a finger, beckoning me closer.


“Aye, aye, Captain,” I said with a grin and kissed her again.


“Don’t you forget it, Buster. I’m in command,” she informed me with a grin.


I started kissing her neck and her ears and suddenly she didn’t have a lot of time to spare for talking. Her breath was coming in soft moans and delighted gasps as I explored and made note of what she liked and what she disliked. I paid attention to her shoulders and her throat before kissing my way across her chest. I marveled at how soft her breasts were, yet how well they retained their shape. I cupped them both and lavished attention on them, remembering how she’d treated mine when she was kissing them. She went wild for having them gently sucked and licked, but not quite so much for having them bitten.


I took careful notes as I kissed my away across her stomach, pausing to tongue her navel, making her squeal and squirm for a moment before I kissed the area gently and moved on, loving her taut skin. I finally settled between her thighs as she had mine. I kissed her thighs, tasting her skin as I teased her, listening to her breath quicken and whimpers start to escape her lips as her need rose. She was hunching her hips upward in a vain attempt to get me to focus on her poor, neglected pussy. I finally inched closer, my lips and tongue paying loving attention to the crease of her thigh where the skin became the outer edge of her pussy. I licked at her labia teasingly without spreading them to lick her most sensitive parts.


I tickled the sensitive patch of skin between her pussy and her ass, making her writhe more and rewarding me with the first tastes of fresh arousal straight from the source. I smirked at her as she stared at me with lust-glazed eyes, pleading with me to let her cum. I used my thumbs to part her outer lips, revealing her tender pink treasures to my eyes. Like every other part of her, her pussy was the most beautiful one that I’d ever seen. Of course the only other one I’d seen up close was Linda’s. The exposure I’d had to Mary’s in the delivery room didn’t count and I got out of there once Mike was on hand to take over.


I gave her precious little kitty a lick and she gasped. She was overheated and ready to cum and cum hard at the slightest touch. I was ready to give her much more than a touch. I shifted around, moving my arms under her legs, coaxing them up over my shoulders as I lay prone. I took a deep breath, filling my head with the scent of her desire and I basked in that scent that told me she was as turned on for me as I was for her. I kissed the top of her pussy where her lips joined and then went to work, worming my tongue into her folds eagerly.


I’d always prided myself on my skill at this in particular. I’d taken to it enthusiastically and I paid attention to the cues that Linda had given me. Tonight, I barely needed any of that. She came hard as soon as my tongue made contact with her clit. She grabbed my head in both hands and bucked her hips hard, thrashing and screaming as she came. She was swearing and telling me not to stop, so I kept at it, teasing and torturing her button, licking the whole length of her pussy from top to bottom and back, tongue-fucking her as I chased the flow of her nectar back to its source. Soon she was crying out a second orgasm and a third and then she was babbling at me in encouragement, broken up as she screamed out another mind-warping orgasm, both of us lost in our roles in this dance.


Eventually, she was squirming to escape and pushing my head away as she trembled. “No more!” she begged me. I took pity on her and crawled back up to kiss her as she’d kissed me after my orgasm. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down to kiss me, her juices smearing across both our lips as she purred contentedly. “Do you have ANY idea how long it’s been, since someone did that to me?”


“Half-past too long?” I asked knowingly.


She nodded. “Jeff used to do it. He wasn’t a fan of the taste, but he loved me, so he did it.”


I laughed and cuddled her close. “Another way we’re different,” I said. “I find your taste intoxicating. I’d still be down there if you weren’t getting worn out.”


She growled pleasantly at that thought and kissed me again. “You’ll get your chance to get back there, Soldier,” she told me, using her pet-name for me.


We stayed like that for a while, touching and gazing at each other lovingly. I told her that I loved her and she told me the same. Our petting took on more urgency as my erection returned, poking her in the belly as she sprawled on top of me. She smiled at me and moved her hips a little, shifting so my cock was nestled between her thighs instead.


She kissed me and sat up. “Just relax,” she said. “Let me do the work.” She was straddling my hips and my cock was nestled against her pussy for the first time. She put her hands on my chest and flexed her hips, making us both gasp as I slid into her depths for the first time. My eyes were rolling in their sockets and I groaned as she moved up and down, forcing more of me into her tight channel. She’d been without at least as long as I’d been and we’d both had only one lover until this moment. I felt her settle her weight on me and I was totally engulfed in her body.


I looked up at her and saw the same love and awe and joy on her face that I knew was painted on mine. She started to move slowly, sometimes moving up and down, sometimes rocking her hips back and forth and sometimes combining both. I reached up for her breasts and filled my hands with her perfect globes. I’d learn later that they were a very full C-cup and I already knew they were perfect in shape, size and feel. I’d seen a lot of porn during the last eight years and I’d never seen a pair of tits that looked this good in nature. It was damn rare for a pair of fake ones to look this perfect and if they did, they’d never feel quite like these.


She groaned and then plunged forward to kiss me while we made love. She was moving with more urgency and I could feel her body tensing and relaxing as she climbed toward another orgasm. She lifted herself out of my arms and started working her hips frantically, the room filled with the sounds of her thighs slapping against my hips as she drove my shaft into her body again and again. She cried out and I felt her pussy clench around my cock like a fist. That was enough to push me over the edge and I grunted, working my hips involuntarily as I pumped my cum into her pussy.


She collapsed into my arms and we both gasped for breath, clinging to each other as if afraid of being swept away by our orgasms. We were both trembling and shocked by the force out our mutual release.


“We need a shower,” she whispered to me. “I don’t want to get up, but I’m starting to leak.”


I nodded and we got up reluctantly. She stripped off her stockings and garter belt and we both climbed into the shower together, kissing and touching as much as we were washing up. She washed me and paid a lot of attention to my equipment before I got to return the favor. When we got out of the shower, we returned to bed and curled up with each other. She made a contented sigh and snuggled in cutely.


“You know, Jeff and I never got to do this,” she told me. “We wanted to, but it was too much risk. You’re the first man I’ll ever sleep with. You’ll probably be the ONLY one.”


I stroked her hair gently. “I’ve slept with a couple of women,” I told her. “Only had sex with one of them, but that was only once.”


“Linda?” she asked.


“Yeah. We got a hotel room for my Prom,” I confessed. “I guess it was only a couple of weeks later that she started cheating on me with Bill.”


“You’re really not angry about it any more?” she asked.


“Not at all,” I said. “If I was a pig, I’d suggest that Mike should be the angry one. He’s the only one of the three of us that she didn’t fuck.”


She laughed at that. “Shame she didn’t get the whole set,” she giggled.


“She’ll have to deal with Mary on that one,” I said with a laugh of my own. “I think she’d claw Linda’s face off if she suggested it.”


She shrugged. “So how close are you with all of them?” she asked.


“Mike’s the one I’m close to, but I’m on speaking terms with the rest of them now. It’s a little weird in some ways. Linda calls me most.”


“You think she’s hoping to get back together?” she asked.


“No, she’s married to Bill and they have a daughter together,” I told her. “She’s years too late to rekindle the passion.”


“So the only girl I have to worry about is Chloe Sinclair?” she asked playfully, nipping my chin with her teeth.


I laughed. “She’s still jailbait for one thing and she nearly killed me for another,” I said dismissively. “She also has a career to think about. When she dates, it’s to make headlines.”


She shrugged. “She’s young, pretty, rich and famous,” she pointed out.


“She’s also immature, vain, spoiled and shallow,” I countered. “You’re still years younger than I am, you’re gorgeous in a way that Chloe needs a makeup technician and special lighting to come close to. I did well enough in the settlement that I’m doing okay, so I’m not attracted to the extreme wealth. The fame doesn’t stir my soul either. I only need attention from you. The rest of the world can get their entertainment somewhere else.”


She nodded. “That’s a good answer, soldier,” she told me softly and we started to drift off, whispering occasionally and just basking in the glow of being together. I closed my eyes in the dark and was filled with contentment.


Chapter 15


“Wakey, wakey! Eggs and Bacey!” came a chipper voice next to my ear, making me jump. Sunlight streamed through the window, bathing the room in golden light. I raised my head reluctantly, ready to strangle the owner of that cheery voice. Lori was still sleeping contentedly, spooned against my chest, so that woke me up in a hurry. I pulled away from her gently and she whimpered in complaint, but never woke as I slipped out of bed and looked around for the source of my rude awakening.


Sabrina grinned at me and glanced at Lori. “Took you long enough,” she said with a giggle. “Come on. Let’s go talk. She’s not ready to wake up yet.”


I followed her out to the kitchen. She took in the clothes strewn all over the apartment and shook her head. “What if your mother dropped by unannounced?” she asked, clicking her tongue in mock-disappointment.


“She’d probably be thrilled that I wasn’t alone and she’d start making plans for more grandchildren,” I said dryly.


She thought about that and nodded. “Probably,” she agreed. “So would my parents, at this point. Tell them I said hi.”


“I always do,” I smiled and took a seat. She came to sit across from me, Lori’s dress draped between us across the table.


“Good. Sooooo...” she said, smiling. “TELL me about her!”


I nodded and told her about Lori. I told her about her brother and my resemblance to him, how he’d died and how we’d fallen in love at first sight. I told her that I’d shared everything with her and that she’d done the same with me.


“Does she make you happy?” she asked, her head cocked to one side as she looked at me.


“You know she does,” I said. “You wouldn’t be here if she was just a fling.”


She nodded. “You know me so well,” she shrugged. “Now you get the chance to know her that well. You wanna know a secret? You make her the same kinds of happy.”


“Any you know this how?” I asked, amused.


“A lot of little things,” she said. “She’s marking her territory, flinging clothes all over the place. She also looks at you like you’re the second coming. I guess with her brother looking like you, maybe she thinks you are. I get the sense that she hasn’t been moving on from that, sort of like a certain someone I know,” she looked at me pointedly. “You two have the chance to be best friends, lovers, soul-mates and live the kind of life you always wanted. I may also have an inside source that tells me about her.”


I nodded, remembering Sabrina’s declaration that she couldn’t make me happy, only hurt me now that she was gone. “I love her,” I said simply. “I feel like I’m starting to live life again.”


“Go with that feeling,” she said firmly. “Come see me when you’re in Denver. I know you’ll be there eventually. You’ve got a couple of options for a place to stay between Linda and your brother, your parents and my folks. They worry about you, you know?”


“I know. They came to see me after the accident. Turns out that I ended up not dead after all. You told me so.”


She shrugged dismissively. “An educated guess,” she smiled a little. “How’re you doing since the crash?”


“My hip bothers me some,” I admitted. “They tell me that I’ll have difficulty sitting in one position for long. That’s sort of killed my job prospects for the future, but we’ll see. I’m okay financially and Lori gives me something to look forward to every day.”


She nodded. “You never made me breakfast,” she pouted a little.


“That day was coming,” I assured her. “If we’d been driving a bigger vehicle, I might have gotten my chance.”


“You might,” she agreed and looked around. “You know this is goodbye for us, right?” she asked.


“The Hell, it is,” I shook my head. “There’s times that I’ll want to talk to my guardian angel. When I get married, when I have kids, when we buy our first house.”


She smiled. “No, you’ll be fine. You’ve needed me until now, but I think I have something else that I need to do.”


“Oh?” I asked. “What’s new in your life?”


She smiled. “I don’t have a life, Peter,” she reminded me. “You’ll understand, but I won’t be back. This isn’t to push you to live life. That’s done. You’re where you’re supposed to be. It’s for me.” She smirked and reached under the table. “I’ll return this to you now,” she told me, putting a very familiar bottle on the table on top of Lori’s dress. “Lori will definitely keep you from going too crazy with it.”


She stood up and I stood with her. “I still haven’t heard what’s taking you away,” I reminded her. I glanced down the hall and there was someone coming out of my bedroom. It was like looking into a mirror. He was broader in the shoulders than I was and had a more serious look to his face. “Jeff?” I asked, taking in the dress uniform.


He nodded and came to join us, offering me his hand. “Take care of Lori for me?” he asked.


“No,” I told him, taking his hand. “I’ll take care of her for me. Just like she’ll take care of me for her, not for Sabrina.”


He nodded and told me that was fair. Then he took Sabrina’s hand and I understood why she wouldn’t be back. “Make each other happy,” I told them both, smiling and settling into a sense of peace with how things had happened. “And come see the kids when they’re born. They’ll be your nieces and nephews.”


Sabrina laughed and pulled the beret from Jeff’s head. She tossed it on the table. “We’ll see you again,” she said. “Not for a long time though. You’ve got a lot of years before we can double-date.”


I chuckled and then they were gone. I looked at the door after they’d left and shook my head. I walked back to the bedroom and climbed into bed with Lori.


I closed my eyes and wrapped her up in my arms. Was it real? Had it happened? Was it just my mind connecting events and telling my conscious self what I needed to hear? Did it matter? I drifted off to sleep contentedly and wondered as I was going under whether I was actually awake or just dreaming I was falling asleep.


I woke up when Lori shifted to get up. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her back down, making her squeak. “I need to pee!” she told me urgently. “I’ll cuddle all you want, but I really have to go!” I let her go and decided that I needed to go too. I got up and followed her to the bathroom. “Coming to watch?” she asked me with a look on her face.


“I’ve never watched a girl go,” I admitted. “I need to pee too.”


She nodded and pulled me inside, dropping onto the seat and parting her thighs so that I could watch. It didn’t look like much, but I supposed that there’d be more to it if I was down at thigh-level. I wasn’t sure I needed to see it that closely, but you never knew. I was a little surprised that she was so willing to share, but I supposed that she didn’t have a lot of the same hang-ups about body image that other women had. She was incredibly beautiful and had learned about sex at an early enough age that she’d been hooked before insecurity could make her ashamed of her body.


She wiped and got up, washing her hands while I went. I had no performance anxiety, having shared a bathroom with two brothers growing up, but she watched with interest as I trained the stream into the water below with the tell-tale gurgling sound of water splashing into water.


I shook it off and used a piece of toilet paper to wipe the last drop off before I flushed and took her place at the sink. “I’ve never watched a guy pee before,” she admitted.


“Not even on the long hikes with Jeff?” I asked her, surprised.


“No, he couldn’t go if someone was watching,” she giggled a little.


I nodded. “Most guys are like that. I had to share a bathroom with two brothers, so it was never a big deal.”


I got cleaned up and we decided that we were done sleeping for the day. We went out to the kitchen and Lori stopped, the smile fading from her face as she looked at the table. Sitting in the middle of the table, on top of her dress was a half-empty bottle of tequila and an army beret. I’d half expected them to be here, but their appearance answered all my questions.


“We had some visitors through the night,” I explained. “Remember me telling you about Sabrina taking the bottle from me when she first came to visit? That’s the bottle.”


“And the beret?” she asked, not moving.


“Your brother looked in on you while I talked to Sabrina. You didn’t dream of him?”


She shrugged. “Yeah, but I thought it was just a dream. He was walking. He normally has the chair in my dreams.”


I nodded. “They won’t be back,” I told her. “Last night was goodbye.”


“Why?” she asked.


“Because we’ve found each other,” I told her, “and because they found each other. Whatever comes after this life, they’re spending it together. They’ll see us when we’re ready to become permanent residents, but they trust that we’ll take care of each other until then.”


She nodded slowly and then went to the table and picked up the beret, holding it in her hands. She lifted it to her nose and smelled it with her eyes closed. She looked at me in wonder. “It’s his,” she confirmed. “It smells like him. She looked inside and found his name stenciled on the inside and put it down on the table to come and hug me.


I held her and noticed that she was trembling slightly. She’d heard the stories, but this was the first time that she’d been certain that life didn’t stop when our heart did. It was a powerful moment for her. She was given the certainty that not only was her brother in some afterlife, but that he wasn’t damned for his suicide, like some faiths believed. He was happy and whole and at peace. She cried a little and I cried with her. I was past any sorrow for Sabrina. My tears were happiness for her and Jeff, my own happiness and sympathy for Lori’s moment of release.


When she was calm again, I sat her down and started breakfast. Today, I was going for something special. I chopped up strawberries into the batter for waffles and then took the rest of the package and crushed them in a bowl, mashing them with a fork and adding some sugar to sweeten them a little more. I made her waffle first and when it was done, I put it on a plate and covered it with a scoop of vanilla ice cream, whipped cream and drizzled the crushed strawberries over the top before dusting it with powdered sugar. I brought it to the table and she looked at it like I was crazy.


“Is this breakfast or dessert?” she blurted.


I handed her a fork and shrugged. “Why choose?” I challenged her and kissed her. I brought her coffee to her and she started to eat skeptically while I prepared my own.


She got two bites in and was hooked. “Oh my God!” she moaned with pleasure as she devoured the whole thing. I smiled at her and noticed that she was eyeing my plate with interest. I traded with her and went to make a third waffle with an amused chuckle. I got to eat that one, but she was loud in her praise of the whole thing. “I’m destined to be fat if you don’t stop feeding me like this!” she complained, holding her stomach and trying to determine if she was already putting on weight.


“They’re not all that bad,” I said. “How about I promise to only feed you one per day?”


“I couldn’t handle this kind of breakfast every day,” she shook her head. “Maybe on my day off for a treat,” she suggested and that’s what we did. I’d make them with every kind of fruit I could think of, but sometimes I only topped the waffle with it instead of mixing it into the batter.


“I think I have a lot of phone calls to make today,” I told her. “A fair few people know the story of that tequila bottle. They’ll want to know how it turned out.”


“Have you told them about me?” she asked.


“Another good reason to make some calls,” I said. “I wasn’t telling anyone until I was sure we were serious.”


She nodded. “I have to talk to my parents to let them know. They may have a heart attack when they see you.” She was dreading those questions.


“I know what you mean,” I told her. “Everyone I know is going to have a heart attack when they see you.”


“Why? Do I look like Sabrina?” she asked.


“No, you look like you should be a super-model,” I told her. “Sabrina was beautiful, but you’re stunning. You’re sitting here with no makeup on and you look like you could be on the cover of a magazine.”


“Yeah, Penthouse,” she joked, looking down at her naked body.


“I’ve seen worse looking women on the cover,” I told her seriously. “I’ve never seen a better looking one though.”


“Flatterer,” she said with a smile. “There are plenty of better looking women on magazine covers.”


I shrugged. “I think you’re crazy, but then again, I’m admittedly biased.”


We bantered like that back and forth for a little while and then I decided that it was late enough for me to make the first of my phone calls to spread the news. I called Rosa first.


“Ham!” she said when she answered the phone. I had her on speaker and Lori mouthed the word questioningly at me.


“How’s my Texas mom?” I asked, in good spirits.


“I’m just sitting down after the breakfast dishes,” she said. “What’s on your mind? You don’t normally call this early.”


“Something happened that prompted me to start making calls,” I told her. “When I got up this morning, there was a half-empty bottle of tequila on my kitchen table.”


“I thought you stopped drinking the hard...” she trailed off and gasped. “The bottle she took?!!?”


“The very same,” I told her. “She decided that it was time to return it.”


“Why now?” she asked. “You said she was holding onto it because she didn’t want you drinking like you were.”


“She didn’t want me holding onto the past anymore,” I reminded her. “She wanted me to find someone to move forward with.”


“Have you?!” she asked excitedly.


“I have,” I told her. “Her name is Lori. She’s amazing. She’s here with me.”


She screamed in excitement and I was struck by how badly she’d wanted this for me. “That’s such good news, Ham!” she gushed. “Can I talk to her?”


“We’re on speaker,” I told her. The two of us had gone back to bed and were curled up together with the phone in my lap.


“Hi,” Lori said shyly. “Peter’s told me a lot about you,” she said.


“Oh, sweetie!” Rosa said. “I’m so happy to meet you. I can’t wait to see the two of you face to face. I’ve been hoping some lucky girl would sweep him off his feet.”


“He was actually in a hospital bed when we met,” she confided. “I’m a nurse where he had his last surgery.”


They gushed like that for half an hour, Rosa telling her stories of my time in Austin and Lori telling her about herself and about the things we do together. No, not THOSE things. That did come up, but in general terms and I got rave reviews from Lori and a promise to make me perform again and again.


Rosa was thrilled to death and told me that she was planning on coming up to see us in a few weeks once her new students were settled in. “Lizzy’s gonna be beside herself!” she said.


“Just let her know to keep it to herself,” I cautioned. “We have a lot of people to tell and she knows a few of the same people.”


“I will,” she promised and then we hung up.


“So she was your land-lady?” she asked skeptically, smirking at me.


I nodded. “We became very close,” I said solemnly. “She’s also the woman that I slept with, but didn’t have sex.”


She nodded. “That’s gotta be a story,” she prompted me. I told her about the last night I’d had in Austin and putting her to bed. “You didn’t take advantage?” she asked with a smirk.


“Nah,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong, Rosa is a hot woman, but she’d drawn the line and if she wouldn’t cross it sober, I wouldn’t cross it drunk.”


She nodded and patted my cock through the sheet. “Good soldier,” she commented with a giggle.


After that, we called my mother, who was overjoyed, but I think she was overjoyed just to be hearing from me. Hope Pierce was similarly elated when I told her. I delivered Sabrina’s message to her and told her that she was moving on too. “I’m sure she’ll keep an eye on us all, but she feels like it’s time for her to enjoy her rest.”


Hope had always delighted in my visits from her daughter and her sharply honed attention caught that I was being delicate about something. “There’s something you’re not telling me,” she said. “Spill it.”


“Fair enough,” I said. “Lori had a brother. He died some time ago. He looks a lot like me. Two people with guardian angels meet and fall in love. What do their angels do when they suddenly find themselves not having to worry about the living?”


“So they just walk off into the sunset together?” she asked, considering that possibility.


“They do and they have,” I told her. Lori was holding onto me tightly. We were both feeling remarkably calm. We’d been watched over by these two people that had been the center of our worlds for so long that it was a big change, yet I didn’t feel adrift, like I had when she’d died and again after she’d taken the bottle and left. She’d passed her burden back to the living and it was beautiful, touching, humbling and perfect. We’d talked about it between phone calls and Lori and I felt the same. It was almost like having a father give her away on her wedding day. We were in each other’s hands now.


Hope sniffed a little at that, but I could tell from the sound of her voice when she spoke that she was happy. “I’m so glad that you’ve found someone who makes you happy,” she said. “I’m glad she has too.”


“Well, she doesn’t want any of us to worry about her,” I said. “We’ll always remember her, but she’s happy where she is.”


“Are you...Does this mean we won’t hear from you as much?” she asked reluctantly.


“God, no!” I said. “You’re family. Nothing changes that.”


“Good,” she said, sounding relieved. “We’ll want you to come visit us. You haven’t done that yet. I know Denver isn’t your favorite place, but we want to meet your new lady.”


“As soon as she can get some time away from work, we’ll come to see everyone,” I promised.


“Next week,” Lori barged into the middle of the conversation. “I have some time off that I need to take or it expires. I already booked some of it, so we’ll be able to come Wednesday or Thursday,” she said.


I looked at her, surprised and then laughed. “We’ll see you next week,” I said, sounding surprised.


“I guess so,” Hope laughed. “Sounds like she’s gonna keep you on your toes.”


We hung up after that and I admitted that I was out of calls I could make for a few hours until Mike and Mary were home.


“My turn then,” she said smugly and bounded out of bed to get her phone. She scampered back in, her breasts bouncing in a way that made me certain we could find a way to entertain ourselves until I could call Alabama. She snuggled in and gave me a kiss before she dialed the phone, putting it on speaker.


“Hi, Lori,” came a friendly-sounding woman’s voice. “What’s got you calling this early in the day?”


“Hi, Mom,” she said sweetly. “I wanted to talk to you and I hoped Dad was around. It’s lunch time there, right?”


“Your father’s at the table now,” she said. “He’s running into town soon, though. I’ll put you on speaker so we can talk.” She paused for a moment and then a beep told us that we were talking to the room.


“Hi, Pumpkin,” her father said, sounding like someone that was normally gruff and business-like with anyone except his daughter. I smiled about that, but kept quiet until I was introduced. “What’s on your mind?”


“Hi, Daddy,” she said, clearly displaying the soft-spot she had for him. “I wanted to talk to you both. I know you sometimes worry about me and I have a piece of news that I think might help you worry less.”


“You’re coming home?” her dad asked hopefully, his voice barely containing his excitement.


“No, Daddy,” she said and then contradicted herself. “Well, yes, but only for a visit. We’ll get to that though. I met someone.”


“You mean...like, a boy?” her mother asked tentatively.


“At my age, I think they’re called ‘men’, but yes, I met a nice young man,” she said with a giggle, brimming with enthusiasm.


“A California boy?” her father asked, not exactly as thrilled with the prospect as my calls had turned out.


“No, Dad,” she said, exasperated. “He’s from Denver. He’s also lived in Texas and Alabama for a while.”


“So, he moves around a lot?” her father sounded less enthused with each piece of news.


“He’s not a drifter, Dad,” she said dryly. “He’s a computer expert.”


“Oh, that’s interesting,” her mother said, taking the reins. “How did you two meet?”


“He was in the hospital,” Lori told her parents. “He was in a bad car accident and was in for surgery afterwards.”


“So, he was a patient?” came the slightly disappointed question from her mother.


I was silently laughing as they tried to get a picture of me in their head.


“It’s not that dramatic, Mom,” Lori said. “All his recovery is done. He was in for scar reduction surgery after they’d finished with all the reconstructive work.”


“So you met him in the hospital and started dating from there?” her father asked. “What’s he like?”


“He’s smart and funny and kind. We were out last night and we met the woman that hit him. He was nice to her and introduced me just like she was an old friend. It would have been easy for him to ignore her or be mean to her, but he treated her well and asked about her health after the crash.”


“Well, that’s certainly a nice way to treat her,” her mother admitted. “What else can you tell me about him?”


“He’s worked in construction,” she said. “His brothers and his father still do. He put himself through college and he adores me.”


“Of course he adores you,” her father broke in like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Tell us something about HIM though.”


“This isn’t his first car accident,” she said. “Three years ago, he was a passenger when the car he was in was hit pretty badly. His girlfriend at the time died right there with him. It took a long time for him to get over her. He drives a pretty big truck because he feels like it’s safer than smaller cars after he lived through his accident and she didn’t make it through hers.”


“That’s a terrible tragedy,” her mother said, sounding more subdued.


“It is,” Lori agreed. “I guess the most important thing about him is that I love him and he makes me happy. We sort of found each other.”


“What’s his name?” her father asked.


“Peter,” she said. “Would you like to talk to him?”


“He’s there with you?” her mother asked, surprised.


“Yep. Ask all the questions you want. Say hello, Pete.”


“Hi, folks,” I said, hoping that they wouldn’t hate me on first contact.


“Hello, Peter,” Mr. Johnson said. “Lori tells us that you’ve been in a car accident recently. How are you feeling?”


“Mostly recovered at this point,” I told them. “It happened on New Year’s Eve, so I’ve had time to recover about as much as can be expected.”


“So you’re going to be permanently injured?” he asked and I smiled, thinking he was trying to assess whether I’d be a burden to his daughter or not.


“I hope that my recovery will continue until I recover fully, but I’m held together in places with pins and screws, so I’ll probably get to keep some of the limp for the long-term. My mind is still sharp though and I’m as good with my hands as I ever was.”


“You’ve certainly managed to make an impression on our daughter,” he said. “What are your intentions?”


“Gordon!” his wife snapped. “This isn’t an interrogation. Be nice.”


“It’s okay, Ma’am,” I assured her. “It’s a fair question. After all, you’re just hearing about me for the first time. It’s only fair that you want to know if I’m interested in Lori for the short term or the long term.”


“And which is it?” her father prompted me.


“Definitely long term,” I told them. “I know more than most that sometimes we don’t have as much time in the world as we’d like. I want to spend every minute of that time with Lori though.”


“You’re serious about him, Pumpkin?” her father asked, unconvinced.


“Yes, Dad,” she told him seriously. “How many times have I called you to tell you I met someone?”


“Never,” he admitted. “That’s what makes this so startling. You didn’t even date seriously in high school. So getting a phone call out of the blue to introduce us to someone is a little unexpected. I’m sure we’ll seem less disapproving once we get used to the idea, but this is a lot to take in.”


“It’s okay,” she said. “I just wanted you to know. I’m sure that you’ll want to meet him sooner or later. We’re going to take a trip to Colorado to see his folks next week. You want us to try to come up to see you or would you rather wait until closer to the holidays?”


“You’ve got some time off?” her mother asked, perking up.


“I have to take a bunch of my banked vacation before the start of the year or I’ll lose it, so I’m going to take two weeks now and another two weeks off at Christmas time.”


“We’d love to see you, dear,” she gushed. “When can you come?”


“We’ll have to see when we can get a flight up there and back,” Lori said. “Let us look over the reservations website and we’ll see what day looks best.”


“We’ll have to make up Jeff’s old room for Peter,” she said after a moment’s hesitation.


“Ma’am, Lori’s told me about what happened to Jeff. If you’d prefer that I not disturb his room, we can figure something else out,” I said, hoping to cut down on the anxiety that I could hear in the air.


“No,” she said. “It’s just that we haven’t had anyone in that room since he passed,” she said quietly.


“Mom, don’t touch anything in there,” Lori told her. “Just tidy up like you did when he came home from deployment. You’ll want Peter to stay in that room,” she said firmly.


“That’s what I was planning to do, dear,” she said. “You call us back when you know when you can be here.”


After that awkward call was over, we settled down. It was at least several hours before we could call any of the rest of my family. We decided to go to the beach since it was gorgeous out. A few hours of us swimming and I was tired. My hip wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but one look at Lori in her bikini had me thinking very ungentlemanly thoughts.


“Enjoying the show?” she asked after the third time she’d caught me staring at her rump.


“God, yes!” I breathed, unashamed at being caught staring. We did all the fun things at the beach. I rubbed sunscreen into her smooth skin and she did the same for me. We swam, got ice cream, which she promptly smeared all over my face, making me chase her. There was no way I could really catch her, but she let my anyway. We swam some more to wash off the residue after she’d licked most of it from my face. Mostly, we just spent the day being in love.


We got back to the apartment and showered, not bothering with clothes as we camped out in the living room. We turned on the TV and turned the volume down low before we started making calls.


“Hi, Pete,” Mary said when she answered the phone. “How was your last surgery?”


“Hi, Mary,” I said. “I’m doing okay. How’re things out there?”


“Hectic,” she admitted. “Mike’s just coming in with dinner. You wanna talk to him?”


“I want to talk to both of you actually,” I said and waited for her to put me on speaker.


“Hey, Little Brother,” Mike said and I could hear the kids scampering around. “What’s new in the land of Hollywood?”


“I ran into Chloe Sinclair last night,” I told them with a smirk, knowing they’d latch onto that news.


“Did you kick her ass?” Mary asked. “I’ll be happy to pay your bail if your did.”


“No, I was very pleasant. We met in passing at a restaurant and caught up. She said she was starting to get her life together and is volunteering. I introduced her to my girlfriend and then we went our separate ways.”


“That’s nice to...What?” Mike said, making the two of us laugh. “You introduced her to your WHAT?!!?”


“I met someone. Ironically, I would never have met her if not for the accident,” I told them. “She’s a nurse and her name is Lori. I woke up in recovery and there she was.”


“That’s GREAT, Pete!” Mary told me. I could hear the relief in her voice. Maybe I really should have been paying more attention to how much people worried about my love life. It sounded like I’d been a topic of conversation throughout the family. “What’s she like?”


“She’s an angel,” I said. “Don’t take my word for it though. She’s right here.”


“Hi,” Lori said, her voice sounding like music to me.


“Hi,” they both said and then Mary shooed Mike off to get the kids cleaned up for dinner. “Has Pete had a chance to tell you much about the family?” she asked delicately.


“He told me a lot,” she said. “I know about Sabrina and about his brother, Bill. We talked to his mother and Sabrina’s mother earlier. We’ve made a point of telling each other our life stories.”


“Did he tell you ALL about Sabrina?” she asked delicately.


“I wish I could have gotten to meet her,” Lori said. “She left before I woke up this morning though.”


“She what?” Mary asked.


“Sabrina stopped by to visit. She said it was goodbye. She also left me a present. You remember that bottle that disappeared after she came to see me in Texas?”


“Yeah, you said you never found it. Are you telling me that she brought it back?”


“It was on the table when we woke up this morning.”


“You two spent the night together? Oh, this gets better and better! You’re sure it was the same bottle?”


“I haven’t had another bottle since that night,” I told her.


“So she approves of Lori then?” she asked.


“Oh, there’s a lot more to it than that, but she’s happy that I’m happy and she’s gonna focus on herself.”


We talked for a few more minutes and we let them go eat. We had a similar conversation with Linda and Bill though I wasn’t as close to Bill, I didn’t really hold any animosity toward him. They were both surprised and thrilled at the news.


We decided to make dinner together and then sit down to plan our trip. We were going to Denver for four nights and then flying to Minneapolis to spend some time with her folks. We were a little unsure how long we wanted to stay there. They seemed a little unsure of me and I hoped they’d warm up to me, but we bought the tickets one-way so we could stay or leave as the situation demanded. That done, we called her parents back and told them and then called back to Hope and Carl Pierce, so they’d know when we were coming and also so that Carl could say hello to Lori.


I had one more person that I needed to talk to, so I picked up the phone and called Eve. She congratulated me and was already looking up Lori’s information before we hung up. “She’s fucking gorgeous!” she blurted out, having found her Facebook page. “How did you end up with her?”


“I was extremely lucky and don’t think I don’t know it,” I laughed while Lori started kissing my neck, looking to lure me away from the phone. “Uh, I think I need to go for now,” I told her, letting myself get distracted. “Call me for lunch tomorrow,” I suggested and she let me go with some laughter.


Once I was off the phone, Lori climbed into my lap, kissing me deeply as she sank down on my erection. She hadn’t needed any foreplay, sliding her sheath down over my length wetly. I put my arms around her and told her that I loved her as we made love there on the sofa. She pulled my head to her chest and I took one of her swollen nipples in my mouth, teasing it the way that she liked while she rode me for her own gratification.


“I was so hot for you at the beach today,” she confessed. “Seeing you watching my ass like that made me want to fuck you right there on the beach.


I groaned as she talked, whispering to her that I loved her and I’d wanted to take her right there in front of everyone. She groaned and shuddered through her second climax, riding me lovingly as I let my hands grab her ass, delighting in the way the muscles moved beneath her skin. She held my head against her breast and her breath was coming in sharp gasps, telling me that she was close to a third orgasm when I had to start fighting to hold off my own. I was clenching every muscle I had to hold off until she could join me and I was gasping for breath as I held on. I took a chance and dipped my finger between her cheeks, touching her pucker and she gasped, exploding at the unexpected touch. At the same time, I was cumming deep inside her, my whole essence pouring into her as we came together.


I flopped back on the couch, spent and seeing black spots appear before my eyes. She purred contentedly and started giving the side of my neck small butterfly kisses as we both drifted after our orgasms. There was no way I was letting this woman go. She’d brought me back to life so completely that I hadn’t been aware of being dead inside until I lived again.


“Stay with me,” I breathed. “Tonight, tomorrow, forever.”


“That sounds perfect,” she murmured against my neck. “Are you asking me to move in?” she nipped my skin playfully as we slowly woke up.


“You already live here,” I said softly. “We just need to fix it so that you don’t have to leave to get clothes.”


She bit her lip and nodded. “Okay. Should I bring furniture or does it matter?” she asked.


“Anything you think we need,” I told her. “If your couch is nicer, we’ll replace this. Same with everything.”


“I think I have a nicer dinette set,” she admitted and looked around, “I’ve got a nice recliner that you might want to spend some time in. Your bed is MUCH better than mine. I’ll show you after work tomorrow.”


I nodded and thought that life couldn’t possibly get any better than this. Show’s what I know.


We went to bed after another shower and didn’t make love again, but held each other lovingly, reveling in having found each other.


Chapter 16


The next morning, I made us breakfast and saw her off to work with her lunch in her hand and a kiss fresh on her lips. I worked around the apartment most of the morning, getting it ready for its new mistress. I repacked the drawers in the bedroom, made room in the bathroom and a few other little things that I thought would help. She was coming back here and then we were going to her place to start moving her stuff.


Eve called about 11 and we went to lunch at a local food truck we both loved. One great thing about LA, there’s a food truck for literally any taste. This one dealt in German sausage and it was always good. They served their sausage on buns similar to hotdogs, but they were so much better.


We took ours and sat on a bench nearby, taking a few minutes to get the initial hunger out of the way before we talked.


“So you went into the hospital and found the hottest nurse in a thousand miles,” she said around a mouthful of sausage. “What the fuck? Like how did you manage that? You have blackmail material on her?”


“Nope. We ran into Chloe Sinclair the other night though. HER, I have blackmail material on. Thank you for that. I don’t think I’m gonna release it though. If you do, that’s cool. It was you that managed to get into her computer to begin with.”


She shrugged. “Nah. I hear she’s doing better now. I’d still have to wait a year before I could release anything anyway. She’s still only 17. When she was the bitch-princess, I could get behind putting her teenage ass out for the vultures to fight over. I heard she went into rehab and she’s doing something with her fame, volunteering for a few charities.”


I nodded. “She told me. I think the accident scared her straight. I hope so, at least.”


She shrugged. “It’d be nice if that was true,” she said. “You’re changing the subject though. How’d you manage to land the hottest damn woman I’ve ever seen?”


“Honestly,” I said. “A combination of my looks and charm,” I told her. It was essentially true, but I was trolling her just a little.


“Bullshit!” she called. “You’re no Quasimodo, but you’re not GQ material either. You could pass for a Marlboro Man if you put on the stetson, but you’re not in her league for looks.”


I shrugged. “You didn’t do a full digital cavity search on her?” I asked, surprised. “I figured you’d have found out what cut and color panties she wore when she had her first period by now.”


“Blue boy-shorts,” she deadpanned. “Just save me the search and tell me. You’re dying to anyway. I can smell the smugness on you.”


“She had a brother,” I told her. “He was a soldier, but got hurt in Iraq and couldn’t adjust to life without legs. I look a little like him.” Okay, that was a lie, I looked a LOT like him.


She gave me a look of pity. “So she latched onto you because of her brother? I thought you were smarter than that. As soon as she figures out that you’re not her brother back from the dead, your relationship is done. You know that, right?”


“I’d agree, if that was the only thing that was holding her attention,” I told her. “She’s said that there’s a lot about me that’s vastly different from him. He could never laugh at himself and there’s so much to laugh at me for that it’s sometimes hard to choose just one. He hated computers, loved his painkillers and I don’t even know what else, but she mentions it all the time. I think she’s trying to reassure me that I’m not just a stand-in for him.”


She shrugged. “I still think she’s seeing a dead-man walking,” she said. “My advice would be to enjoy the ride while it lasts and then have a back-up plan for when it comes apart.”


I nodded. “That’s good advice,” I told her.


“But you’re not going to take it,” she finished.


“On the contrary,” I laughed. “I intend to enjoy every minute of my time with Lori. My back-up plan for when she leaves is to lean on our kids and grandkids until it’s time for me to go to her.”


“Oh, God, you’re hopeless,” she groaned, but she laughed a little too.


“I get what you’re saying,” I told her. “There’s something else that happened that tells me that she’s not gonna go down that spiral.”


“Oh?” she asked. “I’m all ears.”


“It’s hard to talk about, Eve,” I admitted. “It’s the kind of thing that either makes believers or makes the skeptics roll their eyes.”


“Try me,” she challenged me. So I told her. Sabrina, Linda’s visit, the bottle, the accident, meeting Lori, dreaming about her brother and Sabrina and waking up to find the bottle and his uniform beret on the kitchen table.


“Are you trying to tell me that shit happened?” she asked me with a look of disbelief on her face.


I nodded. “She checked the name and it was stenciled on the inside of the hat. She knew the shampoo he used and said it was his.”


“You don’t think she might have done that?” she asked skeptically.


“And she just happened to get the brand of tequila right and just happened to anticipate that I’d dream about both of them and that they’d leave those items in my dream so she could sneak out and plant them for me to find? If she was that good at running cons, she’d be a TV psychic or something, not a nurse.”


“That is a lot of coincidence,” she admitted. “You’re not shitting me, are you?” She sounded like she was just realizing that I wasn’t pulling her leg.


“Nope,” I told her. “This is serious like a heart attack.” I told her. “She was a little rattled at finding his beret there. It’s like we had our guardian angels voice their approval. How do you NOT get serious after that?”


She shrugged, mulling it over. She wasn’t someone who believed in that sort of thing, but at the same time, she knew I wasn’t a good enough actor to sell this if it was fiction. “I was never the kind of girl that bought into ghost stories or any of that bullshit, but I know you wouldn’t lie about something like this. Weird.”


“Indeed,” I agreed wisely. “I might, if there was a hilarious practical joke involved or there was a damn good reason, but there’s no laughs to be had here and I can’t think of a reason that I’d make something like that up.”


We sat quietly for a while, lost in thought. “I’m happy for you,” she said suddenly as we watched the lunchtime crowd descending on the food truck like a zombie apocalypse.


“Thanks,” I said, meaning it. “You know, you’re probably my best friend. Your opinion means a lot to me.”


“I’m your best friend?” she asked, surprised.


“Yeah,” I said simply. “Is that so shocking?”


“A little,” she admitted. “I don’t think I’ve ever been anyone’s best friend before.”


“Not even Linda?” I asked.


“Nah. We kept in touch because I was tracking you down for her. That’s another reason that it’s weird for you to call me your best friend. We didn’t start out so well. I stalked you for years for someone you hated and then stood you up twice.”


I shrugged. “All in the past,” I said lightly. “To be honest, Linda coming to find me in Austin was a turning point in my life. It never would have happened if not for you. Standing me up isn’t really a big deal. You weren’t ready to meet me. Linda always said that you were blunt at times and it pushed people out of your life, but the truth is that you’re not the problem. You’re blunt, not mean. You say what’s on your mind and you don’t hold back. The people that took offense ... they’re the ones with the problem, Eve. You’re a good friend. You were there for me when my accident happened and you’ve been here for me since. Anybody that doesn’t think you’re a pretty awesome friend is stupid. Any guy that would break up with a girl as staunchly loyal as you because you didn’t stroke his ego, needs to get his priorities straight. You can’t really appreciate loyalty until you’ve had someone cheat on you.”


She sat, turned toward me and looked at me like she’d never seen me before. “You really mean all that?” she asked.


I smiled and nodded. “Yep,” I said. “As a best friend, you’re pretty awesome. You taught me how to hack, supplied me with embarrassing pornography of a Hollywood starlet, tracked down the evidence in my case and helped me plan my revenge if things went poorly.”


“Thanks!” she smiled in awe. “I’ve never been someone’s best friend. I don’t quite know what to say.”


“Say you’ll be at my wedding,” I supplied with a chuckle. “If it wasn’t for everything Mike and I have been through, I’d ask you to stand up for me.”


“Your best man?” she asked dryly.


“It’s not so uncommon these days to ignore gender roles,” I shrugged dismissively.


“Yeah, but you always struck me as being more traditional,” she pointed out.


“Not so traditional that I’d snub you,” I assured her. “Mike’s my brother though and after Linda cheated on me with my own brother, he was the only one that put himself on my side. He became my whole family after that. I need him there.”


“It’s cool,” she said. “I don’t think they make tuxes in my style anyway. If he backs out though, I’ll snap up his place in a heartbeat.”


We grinned about that, having gone from her being skeptical to the shared certainty that I was going to marry this girl. We parted after a little more chatting and I went home to finish getting the bedroom organized for two.


When Lori came home, there was a lot of hugging and kissing and then we were off to her apartment. She talked to her landlord and informed him that she wasn’t renewing her lease, which was up at the end of October, so she gave him October’s rent a couple of weeks early and told him that we’d make sure the place was cleaned up and we’d do the final inspection when we were ready to hand over the keys.


I’d brought some empty luggage with me, figuring that there was a good chance that she had a lot more wardrobe than her luggage could handle. It turns out that Lori had a little bit of a passion for clothes. We packed what we could and she bit her lip, looking at her closet. “I’ve got too much,” she declared. “I’m gonna have to get rid of some things.”


“Well, we can go through everything once you’re moved in,” I soothed her anxiety. “For now, let’s just pack what we can. Make sure to get what you need for the next week first and then we’ll look into the rest.”


She nodded and we spent the next few hours cleaning out her apartment. She was deeply embarrassed when I opened the drawer on her nightstand and came face to face with a collection of sex toys. She’d come over to try to stop me from seeing, but I already had one in my hand. She buried her face in her hands, mortified, but I didn’t see why and told her so.


“It’s embarrassing!” she insisted.


“Baby, I’ve seen every inch of you. There’s no reason to be embarrassed. In fact...” I trailed of and took her by the shoulders, turning her around. She looked at me curiously and I grinned back. I grabbed the pants of her scrubs and pulled them down to her knees. Her panties followed them shortly afterwards and I took the vibrator I had in my hand and turned it on, teasing it over her lips for a few minutes before inserting it, making her purr. She hadn’t expected this. She REALLY wasn’t expecting what came next. I held it in place and pulled her panties up, trapping it inside her. Then I pulled her scrubs up, patting the stub of the vibe that was still sticking out of her pussy. I kissed her neck and then chuckled. “Back to work,” I told her.


“Wha ... What?!!?” she blurted, turning to look at me incredulously. “I can’t work like this!”


“I want to watch you like this,” I told her. “I want you turned on and trying to act normal at the same time.”


She bit her lip and whimpered at the relentless buzzing from between her thighs. She finally nodded though and we got back to packing. She was moving with more purpose. She wanted to get through it so that she could get home and get me back, but the sensations were making her a little erratic too. She’d work like she was on a mission for several minutes and then she’d gasp and tremble as the toy did its job, driving her to an orgasm while she moved around the room.


“You’re evil!” she accused me with a gasp after her third orgasm, but she never called a halt and pulled the toy out of her pants, just squirmed her way through the orgasm and kept working.


“And you’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen,” I told her in response. “God! You look gorgeous when you cum.”


“I’m glad you’re enjoying the show,” she blushed and squeezed her thighs together for a few moments before getting back on task.


I made sure to pack the rest of her toy collection and thought that we might want to go shopping for more in the future. We eventually filled the bags that we had and decided to pick up dinner on the way home. She went to remove the toy from her pants and I stopped her. “Leave it,” I said. “We’ll pick up drive-thru so you don’t have to go in anywhere.”


She gave me an anguished look, but nodded. “You’re in SO much trouble later, though!” she promised vengefully. We picked up dinner from Wendy’s and went home to eat. I noticed that she ate about half of my fries, but that was okay. I supposed I deserved it. I finally removed her toy and licked the cum from her pretty pussy lovingly, giving her another orgasm in the bargain.


She DID get me back though. She went into the bedroom to prepare and then came back to get me. She stripped me, laid me out in the center of the bed and then tied my wrists and ankles to the bedposts with scarves she’d dug out, making sure I couldn’t interrupt her before she got the vengeance she wanted. I was a little nervous about that, but she’d been a good sport, so I went along.


She took the toy that had tortured her all evening and started it again, using the gentle vibrations to get my attention as she massaged my thighs with it. She ran it over the head of my cock and down the shaft to massage my balls with it. I wasn’t used to the sensations and it had me writhing now like she had earlier.


She chuckled at my discomfort and so began the most exquisite torture of my life. She teased me with her lips and tongue, the toy and her hands, wrapped her breasts around my stiff member, stroking it with the softest flesh imaginable, she sucked and licked and kissed, but each time she felt like I was getting close to cumming, she stopped and came to kiss me, looking at me wickedly as she delighted in my condition. I could see that she was deeply turned on by this and I wasn’t about to take that away from her, so I let her turn me into a gibbering idiot. I strained against the scarves, groaned in complaint, gasped and panted with unfulfilled need, whimpered at each orgasm she denied me and it all started to blend together. I was on edge for so long, I didn’t know what I was doing anymore.


Fortunately, Lori wasn’t interested in hurting me because we were rapidly getting to the point that I was hurting myself from straining against the scarves tying me to the bed. She hushed me and then threw her leg over my hip. She paused long enough to line me up and then she plunged herself down on me, forcing me into her. She slid up and down, squeezing my shaft with her pussy deliciously until I felt like I was going to cum. I half-expected her to stop or lift off of you. She didn’t though. She kept rolling her hips and milking my cock until I exploded with an uncontrollable scream as I washed her cervix in blast after blast of cum. I think she might have cum with me, but honestly, I was too distracted to know anything beyond what was happening in my own body.


As soon as the orgasm passed, I groaned in pain this time. I’d been building up to this orgasm for so long that I’d developed the telltale ache of blue-balls. For those of you that have never let that problem linger long enough to develop the symptoms, it feels like an invisible hand is squeezing your balls and not being particularly gentle about it.


The common reaction to it is to curl up into a ball and hope for the sensation to pass. Tied to the bedposts, all I could do was writhe while she looked alarmed and tried to release me quickly so she could assess what was wrong. She pulled the knots loose with some difficulty and told me not to move while she went into nurse mode. Her first thought was she’d hurt my hip with a bad bounce, but I shook my head and managed to choke out what the problem was before I curled up to ride out the ache.


She tried not to laugh at me. Really, she did. It wasn’t meant to be though. I felt her spoon with me from behind, wrapping her arms around me as the giggles consumed her. Vile creature. If I didn’t love her, I’d have made her sleep in the guestroom.


“I’ll have to find another way to get back at you,” she promised. “I didn’t mean to leave you suffering.”


I nodded and slowly the pressure ebbed, leaving me feeling a little more relaxed. “Definitely not a pleasant experience,” I agreed.


We drifted off to sleep and I was awakened the next morning to the smell of coffee. I was alone in bed and wandered out to the kitchen in search of a cup of black gold. Unfortunately, I got tar. My baby was many things. A barista was not among her skills. She came and kissed me. “The coffee’s a little strong,” she warned me. That was an understatement.


“Gah!” I said, after my first sip, feeling like my tongue had been mugged. Sugar would make it better, I prayed and dumped a liberal amount into my cup, stirring it hopefully. The coffee DID wake me up though.


“It’s bad?” she asked sheepishly.


“It’s a lot stronger than I was expecting,” I told her diplomatically and kissed her. “Thanks for making it.”


She smiled at me, knowing that I was avoiding telling her that it could peel paint. She was bustling around the kitchen and refused to let me help. She had scrambled eggs cooking and sausage in another pan. “Just sit down,” she said. “I’ll make you breakfast for once.”


“Okay,” I said agreeably. “What about your lunch?” I asked.


“You can do that, if you want,” she allowed and I set to work, packing her something to take with her, while she cooked. I hobbled off to my computer desk while she worked and write a short note that said I loved her and missed her and came back to slip it in with her lunch while she was distracted and packed it up with a smile on my face while she got everything to the table. The coffee was still strong enough to stand up without the mug, but other than that, everything else was fine.


She had three more shifts before her vacation started and we’d settled into our routine. I took her apartment keys before she left for work so I could got to her place and continue packing. She told me to be careful not to do too much, so I promised to take it easy.


Most of the day I just got things ready to move. She already had her kitchen cleaned out and there was nothing really to do there except go through the place with her and see what she wanted to take with her from the kitchen and what we’d get rid of.


Her bedroom was a different matter. She wasn’t prepared to move out, so I took some time organizing things in there. I’d stopped and gotten some boxes and I filled them as well as I could, taking them down to the truck one at a time. I poked around her apartment, emptying the bathroom and checking to see what we’d need to decide on. She had a TV we might want, a movie collection that didn’t make me cringe too much, a book collection that I wasn’t even going to try to move myself and a guitar that made me wonder how well she played.


By the time she got home, I had a lot of packing done and had a full truckload moved back home. It’s funny how I’d started thinking of it as home the last few weeks with her. For the next few days, that’s all we did. In the evening, we’d comb through her apartment for a while and then we’d settle down. We didn’t have sex every night, but we were all over each other whenever we were together. She enjoyed the simple pleasure of curling up naked with me and I loved nothing more than the feel of her skin whether we were making love or just spooned together in the dark at the end of the day. It was like Heaven to me.


Wednesday morning, we boarded a flight to Denver, my first time setting foot in the city in over three years. I was nervous, not so much about what waited for us. That would be fine. I was more worried about what feelings I was bringing with me. Lori held my hand and squeezed it tight in support. She knew this was hard for me.


We’d talked to Mike and Mary about our travel plans and they understood, telling us that we should plan on doing something for Christmas, but we were vague about what so far.


When we got off the plane, Hope was waiting for us. Carl was at home and would see us when we got back to the house. I hugged Hope warmly and she squeezed me back. “It’s so good to see you up and moving around!” she told me. I was limping a little and had my cane in case I needed it, but right now, I was feeling okay, even for having sat in coach for a couple of hours.


“It’s good to be able to hug you!” I told her emotionally. “All we could really do before was an awkward squeeze. It’s so good to see you!”


We were renting a car for our stay in town, so the three of us walked to the rental counter, laden down with luggage for our trip. We’d ended up with a decent sized SUV, for my comfort getting in and out of it. Yes, we were all aware that I still had issues with small cars. Everyone was polite enough not to say anything though.


My mother was planning a big dinner tomorrow night, but today was just us with Hope and Carl. Hope and my mother talked some, but Bill was never going to get a kind word from them, so they were opting to stay home tomorrow night. Bill and Linda still didn’t know I was in town. This was going to be a surprise.


We chatted pleasantly with Hope, who warmed right up to Lori on the drive. We really had gotten to the point where we were all ready to put Sabrina to rest. I think telling them that I still wanted them in my life going forward and bringing Lori home to meet them had done a lot to ease their sense of loss.


We got back to the house and they showed me to Sabrina’s old room. They’d done it over into a guestroom, but there were some faint traces around the room if one knew where to look. The holes she’d poked in the walls with thumbtacks for her posters growing up, a trace of tape residue on the edges of the mirror where she’d put up pictures of her adventures with friends, a hint of pink tinge peeking through the white in places where they’d repainted the walls from the bright color it had been when she’d made this room her own.


It would have been easy to be maudlin at a moment like that, but instead, I felt glad to be there with Lori. It was another moment where I felt like she was watching us with approval.


We joined Hope and Carl in the den when we’d dropped off our bags and sat to talk about things in more detail. Carl was struck dumb by Lori’s looks, but that was a common reaction to Lori. I still had it myself, so I was hardly about to laugh at his plight. Lori was used the reaction, but Hope was feeling less charitable than I was and asked Carl sweetly if he needed his nitro spray.


That got all of us laughing a little, Carl included as he took it with a good nature. Carl caught me up on what had been going on with work. He sold insurance and while there was nothing earth-shaking in the industry, there was always some office melodrama that he reported on for Hope’s entertainment. Today, we were included in the tales of the latest office romances and he told the tale with a flair for storytelling. I told him that he ought to think about writing and he scoffed, telling me that he was only good for entertaining at parties and only then if there was plenty of drinking.


Lori liked them and they adored her. She could have had a third arm and a club foot and they would have loved her for the smile she put on my face, but that was a reaction she’d get more and more this week. The four of us went out to dinner and then to Sabrina’s grave afterwards. It was the first time I’d been to this spot since the funeral. We laid flowers on the site and I said a few words to her in my head before I blew her a kiss and took Lori’s hand. We all stood in silence for a few minutes and then we made our way back to the truck for a drive around town. I showed Lori the intersection where it happened and we drove past the restaurant I’d worked at and a few other local places in brief before we returned to get settled for the night.


We were beat. The early start and the flight and spending the day with Hope and Carl had drained us physically and emotionally. Carl had taken the day off work to spend time with us, but he was going to be working tomorrow, so it would be just the two of us since Hope had taken to volunteering for Mothers Against Drunk Driving after my accident. I got the impression she might have been volunteering before that, but I didn’t remember hearing alcohol being brought up as a factor in Sabrina’s death, so I left it alone.


We turned in early and promised to be back at a reasonable hour the next evening. We had a key to the house while we were here and Hope had told us not to worry about them. So we all went to bed planning to go our separate ways the next morning.


That night, Lori and I just cuddled. Sabrina’s parents were in the next room, so it didn’t feel particularly sexy for us to have at it. We drifted off to sleep together though and we were both contented with each other.


The next day, we went to visit the MADD offices where Hope volunteered and spoke with a few people about my accident and recovery. Then we went to have lunch at the restaurant I’d worked at and I introduced her to Tony. He and I caught up about Mike in a few brief words, but mostly, he entertained Lori with stories about me.


“That explains breakfast,” she said knowingly when he told her about the summer I’d worked as a cook. She took in Tony’s bewildered face and patted his arm. “Pete’s a whiz in the kitchen,” she told him. “He makes breakfast every day and it’s perfect every time.”


“I’d tell you that I taught him everything he knows,” Tony said with a smile, “but he grew the skills on his own. Started out with asking to cook his own lunch in the kitchen and we let him try out a few things. We even added a few of his creations to our menu.”


They chatted like that for a little while, with her raving about things I cooked for her and Tony taking credit for a lot of them.


“Tony, the only thing you ever invented was that bullshit story,” I snorted when he’d just taken credit for another meal that Lori had loved. “If I lifted ANY recipes, they were your mother’s and she’d be very disappointed if she heard you calling them yours.”


He shrugged sheepishly. “Hey, the fried chicken is mine. She never used anything other than flour on her chicken.”


He left us alone after a few more comments and we finished our lunch pleasantly.


“It’s nice here,” she said, smiling at me. “It’s almost like the ideal American city.”


I shrugged. “In some ways,” I admitted. “In some ways, LA is ideal.”


“Yeah? How?” she challenged me.


“Well, it’s the American Dream,” I said. “Today, you could be a waiter in a cafe and tomorrow you could be on TV, rich, famous and adored by all. There’s such a clash of cultures out there that it’s the exact melting pot that our forefathers talked about.”


She shrugged. “I suppose, but there’s also a lot of fake out there. You can be that waiter and end up on TV only to find yourself back waiting tables in a year.”


I nodded. “True, but that dream still exists.”


She shrugged again and went back to being enamored by the sights of Denver. We drove to my parents’ place and I parked outside, thinking that the last time I’d been here was seven years ago when I’d kicked Dad in the balls. I looked at the house and then at Lori and took a deep, calming breath.


“Don’t worry,” she said. “It won’t be that bad. I’m here with you.”


I nodded. “I know,” I said, still wrapped in dread. “It’s just been a long time.”


We got out and she took my hand, giving it a squeeze as we walked to the front door. I rang the bell rather than walk in. This wasn’t my home anymore and I wasn’t comfortable enough to take liberties.


Mom came to the door and scolded me. “You don’t need to ring the bell,” she said with a smile on her face. “Come in, come in! Let me get a look at you.”


She stepped back and hugged me like I was back from the dead. “It’s so good to see you up and walking.” She took in the cane and looked sympathetic. “Is that going to be permanent?”


“I think so,” I told her with a shrug. “It’s better than the alternative.”


I introduced her and Lori and she was stunned by Lori’s beauty. “You’re so beautiful!” she gushed. “I don’t know how Petey does it but he keeps finding more and more beautiful women to share his time with.”


Lori grinned under the praise. “Well, I suppose it’s because he doesn’t settle,” she said. “He’d rather be alone than date someone who doesn’t make him happy.”


She nodded and we started getting to know each other. Dad was still at work and Linda and Bill were invited to dinner, but didn’t know we were in town yet.


The two of us helped around the kitchen with getting dinner ready, which was my mother’s glazed ham. The glaze was a combination of secret ingredients that was known to everyone in the family and half of Mom’s close friends. For those of you that are curious, it’s a combination of sugar, pineapple juice and barbecue sauce. It’s not a complicated mix. She just likes to think that it’s the end of the culinary evolution for the dish. It was good, but part of that was the nostalgia of youth.


The three of us spent the rest of the afternoon talking and getting to acquainted while we cooked and by the time my father was home, Lori and Mom were talking easily.


Dad was gruff as usual, but he looked happy to see us. His eyes widened at the sight of Lori and he shook his head, looking at me. “Must be hung like a horse,” he muttered to himself as he went to take a shower and change before dinner.


We were just about ready to start taking up dinner when the front door opened again. “Ma?” Linda’s voice called out from the hall. “Who owns the truck parked out front?”


Mom went to meet them, leaving Lori and me in the kitchen alone for a few minutes, but we could hear the conversation clearly.


“We’re having company for dinner,” she told them lightly. “Here, let me take the baby. You two take your shoes off and go say hello.”


I could hear the baby cry for a moment before she quieted again, as she was passed to her grandmother.


“Company?” Bill asked, surprised by the news. “Dad didn’t mention anything at work today.”


“I told him not to,” she said and then carried little Petra off to the living room while they came to the kitchen door. The two of us were standing with our backs against the counter, watching them come into the room.


Linda caught sight of us first and screamed, “PETER!” before she came across the room to hug me like Mom had, squeezing me tight as Bill crossed the room more slowly, letting her have her greeting first. She eventually leaned back to look at me, but didn’t let go. “I can’t believe you’re here! When did you get here?”


“We flew in yesterday,” I told her. “We’re staying with Hope and Carl.”


She blinked and realized for the first time that I wasn’t alone. She took in Lori, smiling and finally letting me go. “You have GOT to be Lori,” she said, letting me go and hugging her in greeting. “Peter said you were gorgeous. I just thought he was exaggerating because he was in love.”


“Hi,” Lori said sweetly. “You’re Linda, right? Pete’s told me about you too.”


“I hope he told you a few good things, at least,” she said sheepishly.


“Don’t worry,” she said. “He’s usually pretty easy going about a lot of it.”


While they were talking, Bill came to me and shook my hand. He smiled at me with a touch of concern. The last time we’d talked, I’d been too weak and injured to attack him, but now I was mostly recovered if I wanted to wreck the kitchen with him.


I just took his hand. “Relax,” I told him. “I meant what I said at the hospital.”


Some of the tension eased out of him and he nodded. We gathered up dinner with Linda’s help and we all sat down for a relatively low-stress family dinner. We fielded most of the same questions we got last night, telling about how we’d met and what we had in common. We both liked the same kinds of music, had similar sense of humor and preferred the same movies. We were extremely compatible overall.


“What about the bedroom?” Linda asked leadingly.


“I can honestly say that he’s the best, most considerate lover I’ve ever had,” Lori said without hesitation.


“Really?” Linda asked, sounding a little surprised. That got my attention and I was starting to dislike how this conversation was turning out.


“Absolutely,” Lori told her. “The first time he took me to bed, he had me trembling and wide-eyed. I had to stop him because I couldn’t take it anymore.”


“That’s ... interesting,” Linda said, clearly still surprised by the testimonial. “We’ll have to find some time to get together for girl-talk.”


Lori smiled back. “We’re staying until Sunday,” she said lightly.


“Why don’t we go for a spa day on Saturday?” she suggested. “It’ll be a good chance for us to chat.”


“Do you mind?” she asked, turning toward me.


“Not at all,” I said with a smile. “I can entertain myself for a few hours. Maybe I’ll spend the day wandering around to see what’s changed since I’ve been here.”


She nodded and they made solid plans for a day together.


“Why don’t we play a round of golf while they’re out?” Bill suggested. “Dad and I go out every Saturday.”


“Who’d watch Petra?” I asked.


“I usually do,” Mom answered. “She loves her time with Grandma.”


I shrugged. “I’ve never played, but the worst that can happen is that I can’t swing properly with my leg messed up.”


“We’ll have to rent you a set of clubs,” Dad said. “You’re too tall for my old ones now.”


I nodded. I supposed that made sense. “You guys know the game. I’m just along for the ride.”


We talked for a while longer over dinner and the cleanup, but nothing of substance was really said. We ended up in the living room with Petra settled in my arms for most of the evening.


“I can’t believe she’s settled right down for you,” Linda said, watching me with her daughter. “She never warms up to strangers.”


“It hasn’t been that long since you introduced her to me,” I reminded her. “Besides, kids seem to love me. Petey and Sabrina go nuts when I show up to visit.”


Lori watched me with the baby and smiled. “Are you sure that’s not because you usually have presents for them?” she asked knowingly.


“Maybe,” I admitted, “but they don’t stop being excited after they get their presents.”


She chuckled to herself. The evening was pleasant overall. Bill did study Lori a bit, but I chalked some of that up to him wanting to know what she saw in me. If only he knew.


They had to leave and get the baby to sleep, so we had a little more time with the parents. We talked about life in LA and Lori told them tales about her career as a nurse. I also talked about my time in Texas and my experience with rattlesnakes while on the job.


“Ever been bitten?” Dad asked me curiously.


“No,” I said. “Had to shoot a few of them though. A lot of the boys carried pistols to protect themselves and identify the snake if someone was bitten. That makes it easier to treat if doctors know what snake venom you’ve got running through you.”


We chatted about subjects like that for a while and then we decided to call it a night before it was too late. When we got back to Hope and Carl’s, they were settled in the den, watching CNN and doing their own hobbies. Hope made beaded jewelry in her spare time and Carl was into knitting, which I found to be hilarious and always had.


“What’s your new project?” I asked him as we settled in to talk a bit before bed.


“I’m making a blanket for you,” he said. “After seeing your apartment, I decided that you don’t have enough homemade stuff to make your apartment feel cozy, so I’m making you something for your bed.”


“Thanks!” I said, surprised that he was doing this for me. “I don’t know what to say! I’ve never had a hand-knitted blanket before.”


“This is nothing,” he scoffed. “I can have it done in a few weeks easily. Wait until I have to put together a wedding gift for you. I’ll have to get out my crochet hooks for that. No hints though.”


“I’m far less ambitious,” Hope told us with a chuckle. “I’m making a necklace for Lori.”


We looked at what she was doing and it was a very good looking necklace. We sat and watched TV, chatting while we watched them work on gifts for us. I felt like I needed to do something for them, but I wasn’t nearly so craft-talented as they were. Then again, I was disabled with a taste of semi-retired. I had time to pick up a craft as a hobby.


Finally, they put aside their supplies and the four of us went up to bed at the same time. Lori and I made love that night. We were careful to be as quiet as possible and created a minimum of mess by the careful expedient of Lori wrapping her lips around my cock before I came, swallowing my load and then coming to kiss me deeply.


We were still curled up, recovering when Lori started to giggle. I asked what was so funny and she shushed me. “Listen!” she whispered and when I did, I could hear the telltale sounds of Hope and Carl making love. It was faint, but unmistakable and I joined Lori in my own quiet chuckling, glad that the house was filled with love tonight.


We drifted off after a while, deeply in love with each other and satisfied that we’d inspired them to renew their love for each other.


Chapter 17


The next morning, I slipped out of bed early and started coffee brewing for breakfast. I knew where everything in the kitchen was, so I started working on that too while I was at it. Hope joined me a short time later, surprised that I was up and moving.


“I thought you might want to sleep in a bit today,” she said when she entered the kitchen.


“I’d been thinking the same about you two,” I shot back.


“Busted,” she admitted with a rueful shrug of her shoulders as she took one of the four cups I set out and poured herself some coffee. “You heard us?”


“We kind of assumed you’d heard us and decided that it sounded like fun,” I said lightly.


“We never did get around to fixing the soundproofing inside the house,” she admitted. “Sabrina used to know every time we made love when she was growing up.”


I laughed at that and went back to making breakfast. By the time Carl was at the table, I had eggs, bacon, toast and hash browns ready for him. I’d already served Hope and when Lori joined us sleepily, I set a plate in front of her and then got my own breakfast. As soon as I sat down, Hope bounced up and started cleaning up.


We didn’t really have anything planned for the day, so when Carl went to work, the three of us went shopping for the day. It was pleasant to get out and see some of the old haunts that I’d left behind. We shopped craft and hobby stores for things that would be useful to both Hope and Carl in their respective hobbies and a few other trinkets for the rest of the family. We popped over to get Eve a sweater from the college and things like that. I got some Denver and Colorado themed presents for Mike and Mary and then we went to lunch. After lunch, we shopped for groceries for the house to help replace what we’d used up since we arrived. Hope was a little reluctant to accept that, but we insisted.


We were a little more vocal in bed on Friday night and just like before, our love-making inspired a similar commitment next door. We delighted in that and hoped that they weren’t just being polite for our sake and that they were all over each other regularly without our help.


I was up to fix breakfast again on Saturday morning and Hope was the first one out of bed.


“You might want to ease off on the cooking,” she told me. “On Saturday, Carl sleeps in. He won’t want to move before lunch.”


I nodded and planned for three instead. “So, are you two always this romantic or are you just making noise to be polite so we don’t feel like we’re disturbing you?” I asked with a smirk.


She blushed. “Well, we never really stopped being interested in each other,” she said. “Having you two around these last few days has gotten us fired-up though. I think Carl’s developing a crush on Lori,” she told me conspirationally.


I nodded. “Lori has that affect on a lot of people, men and women. She oozes sex appeal. I was a little worried that I was gonna have a problem with Bill the other night since he stole my first girlfriend from me. I thought he might have wanted a chance to do it again, since Lori is so gorgeous. He behaved himself though.”


She nodded. “I know that Sabrina told us he’d been miserable to you, nearly getting you killed on the job and what happened with how he met his wife.”


I nodded. “Well, he’s grown up a lot over the past three years,” I admitted. “Maybe that night stuck in his head and changed him. Maybe it’s because he has a daughter to think about now, but either way, he’s less of an asshole than he used to be.”


She sat, lost in thought about that for a while and shrugged. “I’ll never have to deal with him again. He killed my baby and I’ll never forgive that, but I understand why you have.”


I was making pancakes this morning and put a short stack in front of her to start her off. “I think you should consider letting it go,” I told her gently. “Not for him, certainly. For yourself though and for Sabrina. I know she wouldn’t want you to carry that anger with you. Do it for yourself too because every time you have a negative thought about him, it’s a moment that you could have been focused on happiness.”


She thought about that for a little bit and sighed. “How did you get to be so smart?” she asked with a little pride in her voice.


“Smart?” I laughed. “I’m dumb as a stump. Sabrina led me around by the nose until she could find someone capable of keeping me out of trouble.”


She joined me in laughing and the two of us settled down to eat. I was mostly done with mine when Lori arrived, looking radiant. I immediately got up, gave her a kiss and started making breakfast for her. We were going over to Mom and Dad’s and separating from there for the day. I secretly thought I’d have more fun going with them and getting my nails done, but I was committed to walking around a golf course all day with Bill and Dad. My leg was already telling me that this was a bad idea.


We embraced the horror though and I got the rental of a set of clubs and shoes. We had a friend of Bill’s join us for a fourth and the three of them talked about local issues. I was mostly left to concentrate on the game and occasionally brought into the conversation when something less personal was the topic.


It was the sixth hole where I started getting questions about my cane. “So what happened?” Jason asked. He was nursing a beer out of the cooler that had taken up residence in the cart we were using.


“Car accident,” I told him “SUV t-boned me. Thankfully I wasn’t driving a small car or they’d still be sponging me out of the cracks in the building.”


“Fuck!” he said wisely. “That must have sucked. You go after the other driver?”


I shrugged. “It gets better all the time,” I said dismissively. “Everything’s settled, but I can’t go into details.”


He nodded and the topic moved on to something else. I was just as happy. By the end of the round, it was lunch time. My leg was screaming, so the four of us went up to the clubhouse for something to eat while they talked about their game. I turned in my clubs and my shoes after lunch and told them that I couldn’t handle another round, which was their plan for the afternoon. Hell, I shouldn’t have done the full 18. So I hung out in the clubhouse, nursing soda while they took their threesome out for the afternoon. I could have gone out with them on the course, I supposed, but I was pretty miserable and I wanted a little alone time.


The highlight of my day was when we got back to the house and saw the results of Lori’s day at the spa. She always looked fantastic, but my eyes nearly came out of my head at the sight of her after a day of relaxing and pampering. “Wow!” I said. “You look amazing! I don’t even know what to say! You always look like a supermodel, but right now? That word doesn’t do you justice!”


She giggled cutely and came to kiss me. “You’re sweet. Biased, but sweet.”


Bill tried to give Linda some of the same praise, but it sounded a little contrived after my outburst. Dad had planned to barbecue tonight and went out to start the grill. Years ago, he’d built a permanent barbecue out of the back of a Popular Mechanics magazine. It was huge, with eight burners, surrounded with brick and housed two propane tanks underneath. I don’t know why he wanted that much space. We hardly ever had that many people to the house, but tonight, with six of us, it got a bit more of a workout.


We all adjourned to the back patio where we talked and Dad ran the grill. I was asked about golfing and admitted that it wasn’t a bad game, but I thought it was too hard on my leg. Lori gave me a searching look and I shrugged.


“I didn’t play the second round,” I told her. “I just relaxed at the clubhouse while they finished their day.”


“You should have called it a day before it got that bad,” she scolded me gently.


“Next time, I will,” I promised. She stayed close to me though and massaged my leg a little, knowing that she’d have to do a more thorough job tonight if I was going to be able to move tomorrow.


Surprisingly, that didn’t bring a round of jokes at my expense. As a matter of fact, Bill was watching her hands longingly and even Dad occasionally glanced at what she was doing. Unfortunately for them, they hadn’t escaped the notice of their wives and I could tell that it was likely not going to be massage night for either of them. I relaxed while food cooked and I found myself smiling at my sexy other half. She smiled right back and helped work the knots out of my thigh as much as she could right here.


The food turned out to be everything I remembered from our barbecues growing up. There were steaks, chicken, ribs and sausages all done to perfection. There were also skewers of vegetables, baked potatoes and ears of corn. By the time we were done, we were all stuffed and there was still a pile of food left. That got split into three piles. One went in the fridge, one went with Bill and Linda and mom asked me to bring the third back to Carl and Hope.


We spent the rest of the evening enjoying our time together and there was some mention of doing something for Christmas. I told them that I needed to make time for Mike and for Rosa to meet Lori, but we’d see what we could arrange.


“We have two spare rooms here,” Mom said. “I’ll talk to your brother about bringing the kids here instead of you going down there.”


“Rosa can stay with us,” Linda volunteered. “We have plenty of room.”


“I guess if Hope and Carl are interested in company, then we can make that work,” I said, thinking that it might be the closest we could come to having everyone for the holiday. “That assumes that Lori’s parents aren’t insistent on us coming to see them for Christmas,” I pointed out quickly.


We begged off relatively early since we had to pack for our flight tomorrow, but promised we’d be in touch about Christmas. By the time we got back to Carl and Hope’s, my leg was still feeling stiff, but better than it had been.


They were delighted by the leftovers and the tentative plans for Christmas. They also remarked about how stunning Lori looked after her day with Linda.


That night, we weren’t particularly careful about how much noise we made and Hope and Carl reciprocated. Their cries started our cries again and I started to think that if we didn’t get out of here soon, the four of us would dispense with the bedrooms and just crowd the living room since we were practically in the same room as it was.


That next morning, Hope was walking a little gingerly and we were all smiles. “We’re gonna miss you kids,” she told us as we sat for breakfast. She took one of our hands in each of hers. “I haven’t felt so young since Sabrina started going to sleepovers.”


We chuckled about that. “Does that mean we’re welcome to come back and make noise in the middle of the night?”


“You better!” she said and then lowered her voice. “I think seeing your pretty face has inspired him to be more passionate,” she told Lori with an amused chuckle. “Yesterday morning, I caught him critiquing himself in the mirror, sucking in his stomach, puffing out his chest, that sort of thing. I’m sure if you come back for Christmas, we can get him into a gym. I’ve been after him to do that for a few years now.”


Lori giggled, blushing at the thought of Carl developing a crush on her. “That’s too adorable!” she said when she could talk again.


We finished our last minute packing after breakfast and then we were off to the airport with hugs and kisses from Hope and Carl, who’d just gotten up to see us off.


I felt a little conflicted about Denver now. It had brought me nothing but tragedy, but it was still home to me on some level. It resonated with me. I guess that would be the best way to put it. Sometimes that resonance hurt. Sometimes it was comforting. The last few days had been comforting. I thought that the pain was mostly behind me, so long as nothing opened those old wounds.


Lori and I were disgustingly affectionate as we waited for boarding and then again once we were settled in our seats for the flight. “Nervous?” I asked.


“A little,” she admitted. “I really want my parents to love you.”


I squeezed her hand and we settled in for takeoff. “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I told her soothingly, but I was worried too and I knew it showed. “Even if they don’t love me, they’ll eventually come to accept me.”


“You really think?” she asked hopefully.


“Sure. Linda’s parents always liked me, so when she ended up with Bill, they despised him. That only got worse as he kept doing bad things to me. Eventually though, they got to the point where they accept him. They might not LIKE him, but they accept him.”


She nodded. “I don’t want them to accept you though,” she frowned. “I want them to welcome you.”


“Like a son?” I finished the thought knowingly. “My face might pave the way for that a little. The beret might get us some mileage too.”


She nodded. “I want to talk to them as soon as we get there and explain that. They have to know before we even go upstairs.”


I agreed and we decided on the flight that she’d do most of the talking initially. They were her parents, after all. She knew how to talk to them better than I would.


We landed and got our bags, rented a car for our time there and then headed south toward New Prague where her parents farm was. She pointed out a lot of local sights as we traveled and generally kept up an excited chatter. This was where she’d grown up and she didn’t get back here often. I got the sense that she’d stayed away from the place after Jeff died. I could understand that. I’d done the same thing after Sabrina had died, only just now crossing that line.


I was seated in the passenger seat this time as she drove, which only made sense since I had no idea where we were going and she did. The city had quickly faded out to smaller settlements and farm fields as they headed south and all too quickly, Lori turned the car into a long drive, leading up to a largish house. It was flanked by a pair of large barns and several other outbuildings. I took in the look of the place and felt a sense of rightness about the place. I couldn’t put a finger on it, but it felt very much like my mental impression of what the place would be like. It wasn’t a perfect match. The lane had been paved and the barns were painted white or were covered in metal sheeting for siding. I’d imagined them being red for some reason, with dirt lane and a rustic porch on the house, but none of that was true. The feel of the yard matched the impression though. It was the details I’d gotten wrong.


We’d just come to a stop when her mother came to the door to greet us. I could see where Lori got her looks. Gwendolyn Johnson looked like she was in her mid-thirties, not her late forties. She had a lusher figure than Lori, but I could see the same sparkle in her eyes even from this distance and she had the same dazzling smile as she came down the steps. Lori was already out of the car, squealing with delight at seeing her mother. I got out of the car quietly while they hugged. I got my cane under me and waited with a smile on my face while they held onto each other, swaying back and forth.


“You must be...” she trailed off as she caught sight of my face, all the color leaving hers. “Jeff?” she gasped, one hand going to cover her mouth as she stared into the face of a ghost.


I smiled at her sadly and wished I could tell her that I was him. “No, Ma’am,” I said gently. “I’m Peter.” I came forward and was about to offer her my hand when she reacted.


She reached up to touch my face with both hands, her fingers trembling as tears formed in her eyes. “You look so much like him,” she whispered, touching me tentatively as if worried that I wasn’t real and I’d fade away if pressed too hard.


I smiled and took a chance, giving her a very gentle hug. She wrapped her arms around me and took a moment to regain her composure. “I know,” I whispered in her ear. “I wish I could have gotten to know him.”


She gave me another squeeze and then sniffed, getting hold of herself and leading us inside. We took our luggage out of the car and she called her husband on his cellphone to let him know that we’d arrived. We were waiting for her father to arrive before we told them the story of how I’d met Jeff. About twenty minutes later, we heard the sound of an ATV rumbling into the yard and shutting off. We were settled at the kitchen table with cups of coffee with her mother staring at me in wonder that I looked so much like Jeff.


Lori went to meet him and wrapped her arms around him. “DADDY!” she yipped happily at the reunion. “Try not to be too shocked when you see Pete, Dad. Mom nearly peed her pants.”


“You’re not too old to go over my knee, young lady,” her mother barked sharply at that.


Gordon Johnson looked me over as he stood in the doorway, Lori hanging from his neck and looking like a tornado couldn’t uproot him. He seemed more solid than a century old oak, but the sight of me made him back up a step. I stood and came to offer him my hand. “Hello, sir,” I said. “I’m Peter Hamilton.”


He blinked again and took my hand absently. “Hello, Peter,” he said faintly. He stared at me for a long moment and then shook himself. “Forgive my manners. You just look a great deal like our son.”


I nodded. “I know. He and I met once. It was like looking in a mirror.”


“You knew Jeff?” he asked, surprised. “How did you meet?”


“Let’s sit down, Daddy. That’s a rather large story.”


The four of us sat down and she told the story about how we’d met and become closer. She talked about my connection to Sabrina and how she’d helped guide me in dreams after her death. Then she told them about the last time I’d dreamed of her and saw Jeff with her.


“Well, that’s just a dream,” her father scoffed. “It’s certainly a very romantic story, but things like that don’t happen.”


Lori smiled and pulled out the beret, placing it on the table. “That was on the kitchen table waiting for us the next morning,” she said.


He reached for it, but his wife was quicker, snatching it up. “I tucked that into a garment bag with his dress uniform about a month ago,” she said. “How did you get it?!!?”


“Mom, neither of us has been upstairs since we got here and you remember seeing it since I last came to visit. Jeff spoke to Peter and then left this so we’d know he was really there.”


Gwen put the hat down and left the room, climbing the stairs to check where she knew she’d put it. While she was gone, I told Gordon about the bottle of tequila that Sabrina had taken and returned. “As far as I can tell, they left together and happy to explore whatever comes after this life.”


When she returned, she looked slightly ashen. “It’s gone,” she said, sitting down and picking up the hat. She touched the stenciled name inside the hat and looked at us both. “How?” she asked.


Lori took her hand. “Just like we told you,” she said. “He left it for us to let us know we belonged to each other now. I don’t need a guardian angel anymore. Neither does Peter.”


That made her parents lapse into a contemplative silence while they considered the idea of life after death for a long moment. We just waited them out and they finally came around. “You both must be hungry,” Gwen declared, sniffing and drying her eyes. “I think it’s too early for dinner, but I can make you a quick snack to tide you over.”


The flight had landed after lunch time and we admitted we’d had an early start, so in short order, there was a bowl of stew in front of each of us and a basket of rolls that smelled and tasted fresh. I complimented her on the stew and the rolls and she smiled. “That’s sweet of you to say, but the stew is just left-overs from last night and the rolls are easy to make.”


Still, it was hot, delicious and filling. I was gonna gain ten pounds eating at her table if I wasn’t careful.


As soon as we were done, she shooed everyone out of the kitchen and started working on dinner. She wanted no help and no interference. Gordon took me out around the barns on a brief tour. I’d never seen farm animals up close, so it was an interesting experience. I almost felt guilty about loving steak when I saw how docile and trusting the cows were. I managed to pat a few of them and some of the sheep, but he kept me well away from his goats.


“They can be aggressive,” he told me. “Don’t mean nothin’. It’s just how they are.” He was warming up to me as I took more and more interest in what he was doing here. He had a milk herd and a beef herd of cows, sheep for mutton and wool, goats for milk. “Hipsters love the shit,” he told me. “I get nearly double for goats’ milk as I do for the cows’ milk. They turn it into soap and use it in beauty crap. There’s a lady that buys as much as I can sell to her and I have a couple of others that prefer it to cow’s milk, so they buy from me.”


I nodded and thought it sounded like a fantastic money-maker. “Have you thought about partnering with her instead of just selling to her?” I asked.


“Nah,” he scoffed. “I wouldn’t know how to sell fancy crap.”


“Maybe not, but you know someone who’s a computer expert that can take the business from local markets to international overnight,” I pointed out. “She probably already dabbles in E-Bay sales. A good website and a few contacts and it might be worth it.”


“The other side of the coin is that I’d have to have a bigger herd and cows are easier to deal with,” he told me before we moved on.


He had pigs that he kept for his own table, chickens for eggs and meat and a couple of working dogs that helped with herding the animals.


It was a totally new experience for me and I thought the whole farm was fascinating. I’d been a city kid and had never been out on a farm. We’d gone camping a few times when I was young, but not since Mike had turned 16 and gotten his license. That was the extent of my outdoor adventure. Today, I was surrounded by animals. The dogs were curious, barn cats curled around my ankles, the sheep and cows were eager for attention and even the goats watched me as we passed. It was like having my own personal petting zoo for the day. He was pointing out the fields he had sectioned off and told me what he was growing in each when he stopped and sighed.


“Peter, I’m not sure I approve of you and Loraine seeing each other,” he said. “You know how much like Jeff you look.”


I nodded, figuring that he was about to brush off her attraction as hero worship.


“Well, they used to be very close. She didn’t really get over his death. It would be easy for her to fall for someone that looked like him.”


We were leaning against a pen, watching the sheep graze while we talked and I mulled over my response. “She told me that I look a lot like him when we first met, but she said that wouldn’t have been enough for her to go out with me. She takes a lot of care to point out what’s different between us as much as what’s the same.”


He sighed again, finding this whole talk difficult. “Lori and Jeff ... they were closer than was proper,” he said carefully. “We never went after them about it, but I talked to Jeff, and Gwen, she talked to Lori about birth control and disease and preventing pregnancy. We made sure they were both protected and didn’t let on that we knew, but once in a while, she’d sneak into his room and ... Well, you get the picture. She was always back in her own room in the morning and there was never a need for a trip to the doctor, but he was more than a brother to her. That’s a powerful ghost to live up to.”


I nodded, stunned that he’d known, but at the same time, he was her father. If anyone was going to sniff out who was messing with his daughter, it was him. “I know,” I said quietly. “She told me about her relationship with him.” That surprised him and he looked at me in shock. “That’s probably why she takes care to tell me when she notices something different from the way he was. Is he going to come up in our relationship from time to time? He has to. He was her first and her brother and her hero. I can’t live up to all that. At the same time, she can’t live up to the ghosts of my past. I don’t want her to. I just want her to be her. Our ghosts can’t make us happy anymore. They can only hurt us. Does she see a little of Jeff in me? I hope so. He served his country and was her lover and her hero. If she sees a little of him in me, I take that as the highest compliment.”


“It doesn’t bother you that she might compare you to him?” he asked, surprised.


“Not really,” I said. “I sometimes compare her to Sabrina in my head, but it’s never with disappointment. I compare how they do things where they’re similar and where they’re different. It’s not a competition. Lori’s already won.”


“It doesn’t bother you that she slept with her own brother?” he asked, skeptically.


I shrugged. “It’s really not that uncommon, I don’t think,” I told him. “In my case, I only had brothers, so there was nothing like that, but my first girlfriend cheated on me with my younger brother for a year before they told me. They’re married now and have a kid. Lori’s time with Jeff ended before she knew I existed. He’s a boyfriend that can never come back to try and steal her away from me, just like Sabrina’s someone that she never has to worry about staking her claim on me. When she told me about her and Jeff, she said they’d been fucking like goats and the part that threw me was that I thought the phrase was fucking like bunnies.”


He chuckled at that and shook his head. “Rabbits ain’t got a thing on goats. There’s a reason they say ‘randy as a goat’.” He ran a hand through his hair and shrugged. “Okay, so Jeff doesn’t bother you. What if she decides in six months or a year that you’re not the man she thought you were and leaves you?”


“Then I’ll be devastated, I’ll fight to win her back, but ultimately, if she’s lost to me, she’s lost to me. I’ve never been the kind of guy to hit a woman and I don’t intend to start if she gives me bad news,” I told him realistically. “I don’t think either of us will be looking to back out though.”


“Your pretty stuck on her, then?”


“Like glue,” I agreed. “She’s gotten under my skin in a short period of time. That hasn’t happened in a long time and never like this. It’s not her looks either. Well, not JUST her looks.”


That made him laugh a little. “Her mother was the prettiest girl I’d ever met. She held that title until I held my little girl for the first time. She was okay losing her crown that way though.”


I nodded. “She’s still an unbelievably beautiful woman. I can see where Lori gets her looks. You’ve got to be the envy of every man that knows you.”


“All except you, I think,” he chuckled. “I’m glad she told you about Jeff. I couldn’t have let it go if she hadn’t.”


“You should probably talk to her about it anyway,” I suggested. “It’s in the past, but it’s a happy memory that she doesn’t think she can share.”


He mulled that over and we continued with our walk. I found the farm peaceful. It wasn’t exactly quiet. Animals make noise, after all. The sounds were different though and that made it seem more quiet.


When we got back to the house, Lori and her mother were talking at the kitchen table and the house was filled with the delicious smells of a roast beef. We both went to wash up after being out with the animals and joined them in the kitchen.


“Lori,” her father started as he sat down. “I had a long talk with Peter while we were out walking.”


“I kind of figured that, Dad,” she said with a hint of amusement. “Were you trying to scare him off?”


“Not precisely, but a father has concerns, especially when he finds out that his daughter has been getting very close to someone before she introduces him to her parents,” he responded. “I’m worried and I’m sure your mother is too, about how much like Jeff he looks and what role that plays in the attraction.”


She shrugged. “Admittedly, that’s what grabbed my attention. Can you blame me? If you put Jeff’s uniform on him, you’d have thought he was a ghost. That’s not enough to make me stick around though and CERTAINLY not enough to bring him home to you. Peter’s ... sweet. He’s thoughtful and kind and pushes himself even when no one expects it of him. Like I said, he was nice to the girl that hit him. He could have ignored her or said something mean to her, but he treated her like an old friend. He even forgave his brother after stealing one girlfriend and killing another.”


“Yeah, but if he even looks at you funny, I’ll feed him to your dad’s pigs,” I said dryly.


“Not MY pigs,” he protested. “I’m careful about what I feed them.”


“Fair enough. We’ll find some pigs that we can feed him to.”


“Or I could just tell him I’m not interested in whatever he has to offer,” she suggested.


“I suppose that could work,” I said with some disappointment in my voice.


“We’re getting distracted,” her father said, watching the two of us spitball about dealing with Bill. “As I was saying, I tried to ... I ... Ah, Hell! I’m no good with words. Your mother and I have known you and Jeff were sleeping together for years.” Lori froze, her eyes going wide and her face turning red. “You two weren’t as quiet as you’d hoped and we KNEW Jeff wasn’t taking you hiking because you fit in with his friends. Every so often, I’d go downstairs to get a drink and find your bed empty and his double-booked.”


Lori’s mouth was moving as she tried to say something, but this was a revelation she hadn’t anticipated and she wasn’t recovering.


“So I talked to Peter, worried that you were chasing Jeff’s ghost, but he already knew about your love affair with your brother. That told me you were serious about him. He suggested that I tell you that we’ve known all these years about you and Jeff.”


I nodded. “I didn’t think it would be a big deal. It was years ago and it’s the one thing that you haven’t been able to talk to them about and it’s the one side of him that you weren’t able to mourn even with them when he passed away.”


She smiled at me, her eyes watery as she nodded. “You were the first person I ever told,” she said to me, her voice thick with emotion. “I wish I’d said something before.”


Then her mother was standing by her chair, hugging her and her father and I came around to offer our own support as she wept for this one last part of her childhood that she’d never been able to let go of before.


So that was what broke the ice between me and her parents. We shared the big family secret and came to understand each other. We stayed five days with her parents and let them get to know me and let me get to know Minnesota. I was introduced to people Lori had grown up with and we came to enjoy the looks of shock we’d get as we walked around town. And yes, she did sneak into Jeff’s room to be with me at night. Her parents knew. She wasn’t trying to put one past them, but that was how she was used to acting under their roof.


That Christmas, we had a large gathering in Denver. Rosa stayed with Linda and Bill, Mike, Mary and the kids stayed with Mom and Dad, we stayed with Hope and Carl and Gwen and Gordon even managed to fly in for a few days. They stayed with Linda and Bill too since they had the second guestroom. It wasn’t very often that we all got together like that. Even Linda’s parents and Carl and Hope joined us for Christmas dinner, calling a truce to their discomfort with Bill. It was a tremendously successful celebration, though I’d been nervous that tensions would flare up between Bill and Carl. I was pleasantly surprised though and the day went off without a hitch. It was good to see the Coopers again and they treated me like a long lost son, fawning over Lori and I a little more than they did over Bill and Linda, but that’s just as possibly because it had been so long since they’d seen me.


In fact, the only tense moment had been when I took Lori’s hand and got down on one knee, ring in hand to ask her to be mine, now and always. She shrieked and said yes, right away, but it was still harrowing for me to hang on the moment waiting for her to react.


We got married in May of the following year in New Prague. Lori’s Maid of Honor was her best friend from high school. Mike was my best man. I invited Chloe Sinclair to be there and she actually showed up. She was grateful for the gesture of forgiveness and felt relieved at knowing that some good came from the accident, knowing that Lori was a nurse. We laughed at the number of people at the reception that were fans of her show and she was as much the center of attention as we were. The first dances were a fiasco, owing to the fact that we now had four sets of parents. Rosa had brought her new boyfriend, Raymond to the wedding and she confessed to me that it looked like she was going to the altar herself.


Rosa Beatrice Hamilton was born the following summer and became Daddy’s little princess from the moment I held her. Hope Theresa Hamilton was born a year later and Jeffrey Roger Hamilton came a year after that. We’d stayed in LA though we traveled regularly to see family. We finally decided that we needed a house and that we needed one big enough to host gatherings. We found a real estate agent, named Cecilia, who was a Godsend. She found us a large house in a neighborhood that was undergoing gentrification. It was a five bedroom house that needed just about everything done to it, but the price and renovations were in our budget. When the family found out, they descended on us. Mike and Mary booked their vacation to come out and help. Dad and Bill drove down from Denver for theirs and between the four of us, we had the house whipped into shape in no time.


Lori was still working full time and I was consulting part time as I could, being a stay-at-home dad. We moved in and as soon as we were settled, I started work on a detached garage with an apartment above it, just like at Rosa’s. Picking away at it myself, it was nearly a year before I could declare it complete and start working on the yard. It seemed like there was always some project on the go, from a pool for the kids and the privacy fence to go with it, to the hot-tub and barbecue, to an orange tree so the kids could pick their own oranges in the summer.


I was thirty-five before it was perfect and we were just about to send Jeff to school for the first time. Lori’s schedule sometimes gave her weekdays off and with the kids at school, we were able to do all the things we’d done when we were younger. My wife had the most beautiful golden tan with no hint of tan lines and every part of the house and yard had been christened by us, thanks to our privacy fence.


We were lounging in the hammock I had strung up between our orange tree and the lime tree I’d put in a few years after the orange tree when Lori started tracing the scar on my bare hip. She generally did that when she wanted something, so I looked at her questioningly.


“I’m just about due to get my birth control implant replaced,” she reminded me softly before she giggled, “Unless someone wants to have one more baby before we stop?”


I could never say no to that woman.


The End
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