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      I don’t like cats. At least I didn’t. I particularly hated the fluffy white one my fiancé had bought me as an engagement gift. He knew I didn’t like cats, but somehow he thought buying me one would change that. It didn’t change anything, yet when I walked out of our shared apartment for the last time, Fluffy was securely in his carrier ready for the trip to his new home. Steve offered to keep him, a quasi-attempt at a peace offering, but Steve couldn’t have Fluffy. Hate the cat or not, he was mine.


      “What is that?” Mom asked as I barged through the doorway of my childhood home. I say barged, because she hadn’t exactly opened the door for me. I guess that’s what happens when you don’t tell your parents you’re moving back in. But how do you do that anyway? When you’re twenty-seven years-old, how do you tell your parents you’ve quit your job, broken off your engagement, and oh yeah, plan to sleep in your old bedroom for a while?


      “That’s Fluffy. You two have met before.”


      “Yes.” She peered into the front of his carrier. “I suppose I should have said what is he doing in my house? And while you’re at it, care to tell me what you’re doing here? Not that it isn’t a wonderful surprise to see you.” She brushed a few strands of her caramel brown hair behind her ear.


      “Yeah… about that.” I wished I were one of those people who could come up with creative and hilarious ice breakers for moments like this, but I wasn’t. “I might as well level with you.”


      “Level with me?” She crossed her arms in a very un-mom like gesture.


      “I’m unemployed, single, and homeless. I thought I’d stay with you guys for a while.” I walked around her while carrying Fluffy and rolling one large duffle. I’d have to go back out later to get the rest of my stuff from my old Camry.


      “Stop.”


      “What?” I turned back feigning innocence. “Is there anything you want to talk about?”


      “There’s plenty I want to talk about, but that’s not why I stopped you.”


      “You’re not going to let me stay?” In all of my planning—meaning the twenty minutes I’d put into the plan—I’d never considered my parents saying no.


      “Of course you can stay for a few days while you figure things out with Steve, but that’s not the problem.”


      “What’s the problem then?” I decided not to explain that I planned to stay more than a few days, and there was absolutely nothing to figure out with Steve.


      “You can’t stay in your old room.”


      “Why not?” I set Fluffy down. He meowed in protest, but he was going to have to deal.


      “Because we turned your bedroom into my yoga and Pilates room.”


      “What?” The handle to my duffel fell onto the hardwood floor. “Where’s all my stuff then?”


      “In the basement.” Mom gestured to the bright white door. “We set up your bed down there too.”


      “In the basement? You threw all my stuff in the basement?”


      “Don’t get so bent out of shape. It’s partially finished down there now.”


      “Partially finished?” I raised an eyebrow. That was news.


      “Your brother has been working on it.”


      “Nile is finishing the basement?” I didn’t bother to hide my surprise. “Since when does he, uh, finish things?”


      “He finishes plenty.”


      “I mean build things. Whatever.” My brother had never built anything in his life as far as I knew.


      “He’s been helping out Clay. He’s a contractor now, you know.”


      “Clay is? Oh.” The last time I’d seen my brother’s best friend he was getting high in the backyard. Now he was a contractor? It’s funny how much people can change.


      “Don’t you go getting all judgmental. You have plenty to explain yourself.”


      “And I will. I’ll explain everything, but we’ve had a long trip.”


      “We?” Mom narrowed her eyes.


      “Yeah. Me and Fluffy.”


      “You hate that cat.”


      “Oh well.” I picked up his carrier and my bag. “Mind getting the basement door for me?”


      Mom sighed. “What’s going on, hun?”


      “I’ll tell you everything tomorrow.”


      “Tomorrow?” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s not even seven o’clock. Your father is still at work.”


      “Which is why I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I might as well tell both of you at once.”


      “Are you sure?” Real concern crossed her face, and for a moment I considered spilling it all out to her, but I didn’t.


      “I’m sure. Thanks for letting me stay.”


      She held open the door for me. “At least let me get you a snack or something to drink.”


      “I’ll take a glass of whatever wine you guys have open.”


      “I didn’t mean that kind of drink.”


      “I’m allowed to drink alcohol, Mom.” I gritted my teeth.


      “I know, but it usually isn’t a good idea to drink when you’re distressed.”


      “Actually, that’s when it’s the best idea.”


      “Cassidy, I’m your mother. I know what’s best for you.”


      “I know.” I kissed her on the cheek while awkwardly balancing the cat carrier and my bag. “See you tomorrow.” I started down the stairs.


      “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re not going to do something stupid?” She followed me down.


      “I’m not going to kill myself, Mom. Is that what you’re worried about?”


      “It seems to happen more with your generation.”


      “I’m making some life changes, not ending mine.”


      “Good. You’ll tell me if you ever have thoughts like that?” She picked at her perfectly manicured nails in the way she only did when I made her nervous.


      “We had this conversation when I was fifteen, you know.”


      “I know.” She opened her mouth like she was going to say more, but she closed it. “Whatever decisions you’ve made, you can always fix them.”


      “There’s nothing to fix. Goodnight.” I continued through the basement in search of the semi-finished area she’d talked about. It turned out semi-finished meant exactly that, part of the basement had been finished with no clear stopping point. There was no door, just my old twin bed and matching furniture sitting there with boxes all around it. At least there was a new bathroom a few feet away.


      “You’re welcome to sleep in Nile’s room if you prefer.” Mom followed behind me.


      “You’re only offering that now?”


      “You seemed intent on seeing your stuff. Besides, this is the best place for Fluffy.”


      “You want me to leave the cat alone in the basement?”


      “Yes.” Mom didn’t mince words.


      “Maybe tomorrow night.”


      “If you’re sure.”


      “I’m sure.”


      She turned and headed back up the stairs.


      I waited until I heard the door close before setting up Fluffy’s portable litter and opening his carrier.


      I flopped down on the bed. “Is this really what my life has come to? Sleeping in the basement of my parents’ house?”


      As if in answer Fluffy meowed.


      “At least we have each other, Fluff.” He ran off to the other side of the room. “Great. Thanks for the pep talk.”
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      “Cassidy?” Dad’s voice woke me up with a start. What time was it anyway? The area of the basement I was in didn’t have windows, which meant it could have been the middle of the night or practically noon for all I knew.


      I blinked away the last remnants of sleep. “Hi, Dad.”


      “Can I come in?” he called from the top of the stairs.


      “It’s your house.”


      “I’m trying to respect your privacy.”


      “Come on down.”


      He flipped on some lights on his way over. “How are you doing?”


      “I’m sleeping in your basement.”


      He sat down on the edge of the bed. “I see that.”


      “I’m fine though. I already assured mom my mental health is intact.”


      “Do I need to kill Steve?” There was a trace of seriousness to Dad’s voice that made me pause.


      “No. No need to kill him. I’m the one who left.”


      “But you left for a reason…” Dad was dressed in his usual attire of a dark suit with a blue tie.


      “Not a reason to kill him over. I just needed to do it.”


      “And your job? You didn’t actually quit, did you?”


      “I did.” I’d quit in a way that meant I wasn’t going back. It also meant I probably wasn’t getting a reference out of my two years of working at the company.


      “Why?” he asked while straining to keep his face expressionless. I could see the struggle in the worry lines around his eyes.


      “Because I want to like myself again.”


      “And you don’t like yourself now?”


      “No. Not really.” I smiled. It felt good to say that out loud.


      “Doesn’t it seem like you’re making too many changes at once? Couldn’t you have started with only one?”


      “But I wanted to change both.”


      “Do you like yourself better yet?”


      “I only quit yesterday.”


      “Well, keep me posted.” He patted my legs before standing up.


      “That’s it?” Dad wasn’t the most verbose, but I’d expected more of an interrogation.


      “Mom’s going to ask enough questions for both of us.”


      I glanced down at my clothes from the day before. I probably should have changed before going to sleep. “You going into work?”


      “Yes. It is a work day.”


      “Is that supposed to be a jab at me?” I swung my legs out of bed and moved to the edge.


      “Not a jab. Just a reminder. I’ll see you tonight.” He walked back up the stairs.


      I sighed. I didn’t know how I expected them to act. It’s not like I thought they were going to be jumping up and down about me moving back in.


      “Fluffy?” I called out. He tended to hide a lot, but I needed to make sure he at least ate something. I filled up his food and water before digging through my bag for my toiletries and a change of clothes.


      I wasn’t sure what kind of shower to expect in the new basement bathroom, but at least it was close by. I had to give kudos to my brother and whoever did the plumbing. The shower was nice. It was also hot, and I could have stayed under the warm spray forever. That is if my mother hadn’t come down.


      She knocked on the door. “Cassidy? You okay in there?”


      “I’m fine, Mom.”


      “You sure? You’ve been in there a long time.” Her voice lilted. She was probably already setting me up an appointment with a therapist.


      “I like long showers.”


      “We need to discuss plans for the day.”


      I reluctantly turned off the water. “I don’t have any plans.” I knew my mother well enough to know she wasn’t going to walk away.


      “Well you can’t sit around the basement all day.”


      “I figured you’d let me come up to the main floor. You know if that’s okay.” I toweled off.


      “Very funny, Cassidy. I offered up Nile’s room already.”


      “But that’s Nile’s room. I don’t want to sleep there.” I pulled on a worn in pair of jeans and a light pink t-shirt.


      “You prefer the basement?”


      I opened the door. “I need to go through some stuff anyway.”


      “Why?”


      “Because it’s my stuff.” I loved my mom, but she didn’t always get me.


      “At least come up and have some breakfast.”


      “I’ll be up in a little while.”


      “I already made you a hair appointment with Connie.”


      “What?” And I thought she’d have gone directly for the shrink.


      “Have you looked at your hair recently?”


      I touched my wet hair that fell a few inches past my shoulder. “It’s fine. I’m going to wear it in a ponytail anyway.”


      “Your appointment is tomorrow. I couldn’t get anything for today, but I can try again if you want.”


      “No. Tomorrow is fine.” Arguing with her wasn’t going to help anything. It was better to just agree to the path of least resistance.


      “Well, come up when you’re ready.”


      “I will.” I brushed out my hair. I didn’t know what my mom was talking about, my hair looked fine. I’d had it cut recently… well, six months recently.


      “Are you sure you’re okay?”


      “Yes. I just need some time to figure out my next step.”


      She put her hands on my shoulders. “Take all the time you need.”


      “You don’t mean that.”


      “Why would you say that?” She dropped her hands. “Why does everything have to be this way with you?”


      “I’m being realistic. You don’t actually mean that.”


      “No. I don’t mean you can spend months living here, but I’m also not rushing you out the door. You are going to have to tell me what’s really going on though.”


      “I hated my job. I hated my life. Is that what you want to hear?” I held my arms out in frustration.


      “Since when? I thought you loved being an attorney?”


      “When have I ever said I loved it?”


      “You’re smiling in your photo.”


      “In my photo?”


      “Yes. The one on the website.”


      “That’s because I had to be smiling.” If my mother was judging my well-being from my professional head shot, she was the one who needed help.


      “They paid you well.”


      “They did, but they should have been paying me in blood.”


      “Cassidy!”


      “It’s true.”


      “It’s a reputable insurance company. Why would you say that?”


      “Because I was paid to help them screw people out of money when they were sick.” I looked away from her and from the mirror.


      “That’s not what you were paid to do. You know that.”


      “Do I?” I crossed my arms. The steam had dissipated, leaving a chill in the room.


      “What are you going to do instead? Something more public interest?”


      “I don’t know. That’s the point. I need time to think.”


      “And Steve? Should he have been paying you in blood too?” She arched an eyebrow.


      I groaned. “No. It just didn’t work out.”


      “And you decided this after accepting an engagement ring?” She ran a finger over her own ring. The ring she’d been wearing for over forty-years.


      “He wasn’t the one for me. Can’t we leave it at that?” I wasn’t ready to go into any more details yet.


      “For now.” That meant she’d be asking me more about it soon.


      “Great. I’ll be up in a few minutes.”


      “Okay.” She stood looking at me for a moment before turning back toward the stairs.


      I let out a deep breath. Maybe the worst was over.


      I walked over to the tower of boxes next to my bed. Each was perfectly labeled with Cassidy: Bedroom. My mother was nothing if not meticulously organized.


      I opened the first one. It was full of stuffed animals that had seen far better days. I moved it to the floor and opened the next one. This one was full of old journals and papers. I didn’t need to go there. Not yet at least. That would be good fodder for a cry when I was feeling sorry for myself later. The depressing poetry from middle school would be the best part.


      The next box was less organized. It was full of old pictures, trophies, CDs, and a tape. The tape I was looking for. I opened the plastic case holding my one and only remaining cassette tape.


      I held the ancient white tape in my hands. It didn’t look like much, but that tape with the words Awesome Twosome held memories of more happiness than I’d felt in over fifteen years.


      Holding the tape made me need to hear it. I sorted around the rest of the boxes, discovering my old tape player wasn’t among the remains of my childhood now stored in the cardboard boxes.


      Meow. Fluffy stared at me from the other side of the bed.


      “Hey, boy. Did you find your food?”


      He continued his stare.


      “Well, eat whenever.” I scowled at him before heading upstairs.


      “Mom?” I closed the basement door behind me. My parents always got mad when I left it open. I wasn’t sure if it was out of concern for energy efficiency or fear that someone might fall down the steep stairs. Now I had the added reason of keeping the cat away from them.


      “Yes, I’m in here,” Mom called from the kitchen.


      I walked into the kitchen that looked nothing like the one I’d grown up in. Like most of the house, they’d redone it after I moved out. The granite counter tops and custom cabinets looked nice, but I missed the old butcher block in the center of the room. “Do you have a tape player I could borrow?”


      “A tape player?”


      “Yes. I need to listen to this.” I held up the tape.


      “Why would you need to listen to an old cassette tape?”


      “Because I need to. Do you have one?”


      “Of course I don’t have a cassette player. I don’t think we even have a CD player anymore.”


      “Oh yes, because you and dad are so technologically savvy.”


      “Cassidy, watch it.”


      “Sorry. Do you think there’s one up in Nile’s room?” I pointed through the doorway to the stairs.


      “You can check, but why would he have one?”


      “I don’t know. He always has random things.” I turned and headed toward the stairs.


      My brother Nile was a few years older than me and even more messed up than I was. He’d deny it if you asked him, but considering the number of jobs and girlfriends he’d been through in thirty years, he wasn’t exactly the poster child for well-adjusted.


      I hesitated outside his door for a moment even though I knew he wasn’t in there. My brother’s room had always been off limits. I searched his freshly painted room quickly. Like the kitchen, this room held no resemblance to the room it once was. Even the holes from all Nile’s band posters had been covered up. It didn’t take me long to realize he didn’t have a tape player either. I walked next door to check out my old room, and Mom hadn’t been exaggerating. Even my carpeting was hidden by yoga mats. I closed the door tightly and headed back down.


      “Mom, I’m going out to find a tape player.”


      “If you’re insisting on it I’d try that old used record store over by the new Starbucks.”


      “Mr. Cheapos? It’s still there?” I’d thought the place would have closed years before.


      “Yes, they might have antiquated equipment like that.”


      “Mom, you grew up listening to an eight-track, you’re not convincing me of anything.” I ran down to the basement for my purse and returned upstairs. My mom was nowhere to be seen, so I let myself out and headed to my car.


      I drove down the quiet suburban streets, stopping at the way too frequent traffic lights before I pulled into the old parking lot and took a spot a few rows from the store. I knew I wasn’t hitting up the gym anytime soon, so any physical exercise I could get was probably a good thing—even if it was only walking a few extra feet.


      I pushed open the glass door and was hit by the same cigarette smoke smell that had permeated the store the last time I’d been in there ten years earlier. I walked in slowly, noting how the décor hadn’t changed much. The large Trent Reznor poster on the side wall was the same one I’d had in my room growing up.


      “Can I help you?”


      I turned to find a tall guy with his hair shaved real short staring at me. His arms were crossed over his chest, and his expression did not match his offer to help. I’d evidently interrupted something he was doing. “Do you have any tape players?”


      “Like a cassette player?” He narrowed his bright green eyes.


      “What else would I mean?” I crossed my arms as I took another look at him. Despite his less than friendly body language and expression, the guy was attractive. His tight and worn out Polo shirt showed off muscular arms. I couldn’t tell for sure, but he looked to be in his early thirties.


      “I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone come in to ask for one. Record players, all the time, but a cassette player?”


      “What’s wrong with tapes? They represent one of the most fantastic eras of the modern world.”


      “If you’re going to try to convince me that the 1980s were remotely fantastic you should probably stop now.”


      “I was too young to really know the 80s. I’m talking about the 90s.”


      He didn’t move an inch. “Same response as the 80s.”


      “Oh come on! You’re going to bash on the 90s?”


      He smiled. “But to answer your original question, we do have some tape players.”


      “Why didn’t you say that from the beginning?”


      “That would have been too simple, wouldn’t it have been?”


      I smiled. “Well played.”


      “Are you from around here?”


      “Yeah, are you?” I studied him. Had we gone to high school together, and I hadn’t realized it? Was I really going to be that awkward girl who didn’t notice the school geek had grown up to be—well this?


      “No, I’m from Roslyn originally. I was wondering how you even knew to come here.”


      “My mom suggested it.”


      “And you get weirder and weirder.”


      “I’m weird? What about you?”


      He shrugged. “Let’s find that tape player.”


      I rolled my eyes. Attractive or not, the guy had problems. Not that it mattered. All I needed from him was a tape player.


      “We have a couple of different models, all overpriced. You could probably find an old Walkman online or something for less.” He held two faded boxes in his hands.


      “How overpriced is overpriced?”


      “Fifty bucks.”


      “Whatever, give me the best one.” I walked over to the counter to wait for him.


      He walked around back behind the counter. “Can I get you anything else?”


      “Do you guys still have those $1 used CDs?”


      “First you want a tape player and now used CDs? You really are a 90s girl.”


      “What are you?” I figured I might as well figure out his age.


      “I’m checking you out.” Then he seemed to realize what he’d said. “And by that I mean checking out your state-of-the-art tape player.”


      “Gotcha.” I slid over my credit card. I probably should have considered the intelligence of blowing fifty dollars on something when I had no expectation of another pay check, but I needed it.


      “Wait. Do you guys have batteries? I assume this uses some.”


      “Sure, in the back. Wait here.”


      I stared at his retreating figure. Wait here? Like I was going to follow him back there?


      He returned a minute later. “Here’s a pack of C batteries.”


      “Are these overpriced too?”


      “No.” He scanned the batteries and ran my card.


      He handed me a plastic bag with my purchases and my receipt. I glanced at the receipt, noticing his name. “Thanks for the help, Leo.”


      “Thanks for your business. If you ever feel the need to buy some more outdated technology, please come back.”


      I shook my head. “Great customer service.” I took a step away.


      “Cassidy?”


      I turned around. “How did you know my name?”


      “Your credit card.”


      “Oh, but what is it?”


      “Are you named after Butch Cassidy?”


      “You think my parents named me after a train robber?” My jaw dropped.


      “Ok, you get points for not giving me a blank stare.”


      “I’m a 90s girl, we’re smart.” I smiled to myself as I walked away.


      I heard his deep chuckle as I stepped out of the store.
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      “Good, you’re back.” Mom’s clipped version of a greeting didn’t surprise me. I’d lived with them my entire life.


      “Glad you missed me.” I leaned a hand on the cold counter top.


      “Very funny. How did your shopping go?”


      “I found one.” I held up the worn box.


      “That looks ancient.”


      “It probably is ancient.” I headed for the basement stairs.


      “Where are you going?” she called after me.


      “Downstairs.”


      “But we don’t have time for that.”


      “Why not?” I hesitated with my hand on the doorknob. “What else would I need to do?”


      “I called the salon. Connie squeezed you in.”


      “I don’t need a haircut.” I tugged on the end of my ponytail.


      “You do, and it’s my treat.” She tapped her foot. Never a good sign with my mom. “Why don’t you get changed, and we can stop for coffee on the way over.”


      “Why would I need to get changed?” I looked down at my jeans and t-shirt.


      “Really, Cassidy?” She narrowed her eyes.


      “This is comfortable. I’m getting a haircut not going on an interview. It’s fine.”


      “Whatever you say.” She forced a smile. Now I knew I was in trouble.


      “Fine. I’ll change.” If I was going to be living with her for a few weeks, I needed to at least try to avoid a fight.


      “We’re leaving in ten minutes.”


      “Fantastic.” I opened the basement door and headed downstairs.


      I settled down on the bed with the small boom box. I had it out of the packaging in seconds, but the batteries were another story. I struggled with the plastic packaging before finally getting the C batteries out. I should have asked Leo to do it. I laughed picturing his expression if I’d asked him to load the batteries for me.


      Satisfied the batteries were indeed in the right direction, I inserted the tape and pressed play.


      I heard a faint screeching noise, and then the stop button popped up. I pushed down on play again, and the stop button popped up again.


      I opened the tape deck and found a tangled mess of tape. “Damn it.” I pulled it out, snagging an end of the tape in the process. I turned the wheels to get the tape in place again, but there was definitely a groove where I’d snagged the tape.


      “Cassidy?” Mom called down the stairs. “It’s been ten minutes.”


      “Can’t I skip it?”


      “Connie is doing me a favor fitting you in.”


      I sighed and set the broken tape on the bed. “I’m coming.” I walked upstairs.


      Mom was waiting in the hallway. “You never changed.”


      I looked down at my jeans and t-shirt. “I forgot.”


      “Nothing we can do about it now. We need to go.” She turned and headed to the garage door.


      Great. Now I’d have to spend the car ride with my mom in a huff. Whatever. I’d get through it, and then I’d come home and fix the tape.


      “What were you doing downstairs?” Mom backed out of the garage.


      I held my breath as she narrowly missed hitting my car. “I was trying to play the tape.”


      “Oh. How was that?”


      “The tape wouldn’t play and got tangled. It snagged.”


      “What tape is it? We can probably order the CD.”


      “It’s not that kind of tape.” I leaned back against the cool leather seat.


      “Then what is it?”


      “Just something I made a long time ago.”


      “That you made? I wasn’t aware that you made music. That’s always been Nile’s thing.”


      “Yes, I’m aware I have no musical talent.”


      “That’s not what I meant.” She waited at a stop sign for a woman to cross the street with her tiny black dog. The thing was smaller than Fluffy.


      “Then what do you mean?”


      “Let’s change the subject.”


      “Great.” I rested my head against the seat.


      “Did you hear from Steve?”


      “No.” Is that what she considered a good subject change? “I didn’t expect to.”


      “What did you do or say to him?”


      “What did I do?” I put a hand to my chest. “I did nothing. We broke up. We belonged with different people.”


      “Who do you belong with?”


      “I don’t know yet.” And at the moment I didn’t care.


      “Then who does he belong with?”


      “Someone he’s been in love with for years.” I turned away and looked out the window. It wasn’t my mom’s fault I’d stayed with a guy I had absolutely no chemistry with.


      “Oh, honey.” She put a hand on my leg. “It’s not your fault.”


      “I realize that.” My annoyance at the conversation had turned to anger. “No need to explain that to me.”


      “A haircut is exactly what you need.”


      “Yes, because good hair fixes everything.”


      “It may not fix things, but it can make you feel better about yourself.”


      “I don’t need to feel better about myself.” I tried to take her words as well-meaning, but they stung of an insult.


      She glanced over. “Yes, you do.”


      “Mom. Please.”


      “Please, what? I’m trying to have a conversation with you.”


      “I’m fine. I need a few weeks to get back on my feet, and then I’ll be out of your hair.” I was starting to regret my decision to come home. I had some money in the bank, technically I could get a new apartment.


      “I don’t mind that you’re home, but I’m worried.”


      “There is absolutely nothing to worry about.”


      “You canceled your wedding and quit your job. There is plenty for me to worry about.”


      I gazed out the window again. We were getting closer to the salon.


      “You can’t avoid talking about it forever.”


      “Not forever. Hey, maybe the new haircut will work. I’ll be in a wonderful mood, and we can discuss everything over cocktails tonight.”


      “Cassidy…” Her tone was all I needed to hear.


      “Sorry, Mom. How are you? I’ve been so self-absorbed I haven’t asked you about you yet.”


      “That’s understandable. And I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”


      “Great.”


      “I love you.” Her words startled me. She wasn’t the type to use those words out of the blue—even with her children.


      “I love you too.”


      She patted my leg. “You’ll make it through this.”


      “I know I will.”


      “Good.” She pulled into the newly updated strip mall.


      “When did they redo this one?”


      “Over a year ago.”


      “Oh. I guess I haven’t been here in a while.”


      “You haven’t been home in a long time.”


      “I am now.”


      “You are.” She parked.


      I unbuckled and met her on her side of the car. We walked across the newly paved parking lot to the entrance of the salon.


      “Hello, Maureen.” The receptionist greeted my mom by name. She wasn’t the same one from when I used to go here, so she only smiled at me.


      “Hi, Jeanie. This is my daughter Cassidy.”


      “Great. Why don’t you go back and get your hair washed. Connie will be ready for you soon.”


      “Thanks.” I weaved my way back to the sink area.


      “Cassidy?” Someone called my name.


      I glanced around for the source of the male voice.


      “Hey. It’s been forever.” A guy dressed in the all black uniform of the salon walked over and hugged me.


      I awkwardly stepped back and looked at him. “Oh, wow. Hi.” I struggled for words.


      “You remember me, right? I mean we did work on that AP Economics project together.”


      “Of course I remember you.” I definitely remembered Brent, the nerdy kid who was in half of my classes during high school, but I couldn’t wrap my head around why he was washing hair at a salon.


      “It’s so good to see you. Are you back in town?”


      “Temporarily.” Definitely temporarily. Long Island was a great place to grow up, but I wasn’t moving back.


      “Cool. So how are you? I kind figured you’d be married and saving the world by now.”


      “Yeah, not exactly.” The saving the world part was way off, but I had been pretty close to getting married. Not happening anymore though.


      “Cool. Well, take a seat.” He gestured to one of the chairs.


      “Oh. Sure.” I awkwardly slipped into the chair and lay my head back. I hated this part of a haircut. The sink was always hard and uncomfortable.


      He turned on the water. “Is that too hot?”


      “No, it’s fine.” Awkward took on new meaning as Brent started washing my hair.


      “You’ve got some grays.”


      “Yeah, I know.” I kept my eyes squeezed shut.


      “Most girls dye those.”


      “Yup.”


      “But not you?”


      “No, it’s not worth the time or money.” Especially not for the amount I had.


      “It’s cool you haven’t changed that much.”


      “What do you mean?” Was he implying I never put in the time or money to look good?


      “You don’t care what anyone thinks.”


      “I try not to.” I closed my eyes tighter and tried to pretend it wasn’t a guy I knew from high school washing my hair.


      “All done.”


      I sat up while Brent tied a towel around my head. “Thank you.” This was where I’d normally hand him a tip. I hesitated, would that be even weirder? Stiffing him would be worse. I fished out four singles from my purse and held them out. “Thanks so much.”


      He shook his head. “No thanks. How about we grab some coffee sometime instead? Are you staying at your parents’ house?”


      Oh dear god. “Yeah, I am.”


      “Do you have the same cell number from high school? I probably have it in my phone.”


      “Cassidy, honey!” Connie, the stylist who had been cutting my hair since the age of twelve, walked over. “All ready.”


      “I’ll call you tonight,” Brent called after us.


      I took a seat in the black chair that Connie’s clients always used.


      “Brent, huh? Not the worst choice.”


      “Oh, no. No. It’s nothing like that.” I could feel blood rushing to my face. “I don’t know why he’s even saying that.”


      She pumped up my chair so I sat higher. “He’s still looking at you.”


      “Ugh.”


      She laughed. “Maybe it will help take your mind off things.”


      “I have nothing to keep my mind off of.”


      Connie combed out my damp hair. “Your mom already told me.”


      “Of course she did.” I wasn’t surprised my mom had shared that information without talking to me first, but it still annoyed me. I wasn’t in the mood to be questioned about it.


      “She means well. You know that.”


      “I do know that, but really I’m fine.”


      “What you need is a good rebound. Brent wouldn’t be the worst, but I have some other ideas.” She used the side of her hand to brush back her purple streaked hair. She still looked thirty even though she was at least ten years past that now.


      “Oh, no thanks. I’m really excited to be single for a while.”


      “No, you aren’t.” She gave me a knowing look in the mirror.


      “How would you know?”


      “Because women always say that after a break up, but they don’t mean it. Sure, maybe you don’t want a committed relationship, but you want some action.”


      And the awkwardness continued. Discussing getting action with my childhood hairdresser hadn’t been on my to-do list. “I’m really doing fine.”


      “When you are done with the denial let me know.”


      “I only called off the engagement yesterday.”


      She covered me with a cloth. “All right, take some time.”


      “I will.”


      “So what are we doing for you today?” She quickly changed subjects.


      “Just a trim.”


      “Really? How about we add in some layers? Give you some movement.” She picked up my apparently unmoving hair.


      “Sure. Whatever you think would look best.”


      “Have you considered coloring your hair at all?”


      “Why? I already have natural highlights.”


      “By natural highlights do you mean gray hairs?” She cut the ends of my hair.


      “They look like blonde pieces.”


      Connie chuckled. “Were you always such an optimist?”


      “What?” I forced myself to stay still so she could cut evenly. “It’s not that bad.”


      “No, it’s not.” She paused.


      “But what? I know there is a ‘but’ coming.” You could always tell when someone was going to add in a frustrating aside.


      “You’re back on the dating market. Some clever highlights could help give you a younger look.”


      “I’m twenty-seven. I’m not old.”


      “Of course you aren’t old, but every little bit helps.”


      “I’m not interested in a guy who wouldn’t want me because of gray hair. That’s ridiculous.”


      “It might not even be conscious, but biologically a lot of men want younger women.”


      “Then I’ll spend my life alone. That’s fine.” I held onto the arm rests of the chair.


      “That’s not what I meant.”


      “So, how about them Yankees?” I was desperate to change the conversation.


      “I’m a Met’s fan.”


      “Ok. How about the Mets?”


      She laughed. “Anything to avoid the topic?”


      “I’m still recovering from my mom’s ambush.”


      “She loves you.” Connie trimmed some hair.


      “I know that.”


      “So give her a break.” She clipped some hair on the top of my head while she cut some more.


      “I’m trying. I’m here.”


      “You needed a haircut.” She took down the first section of hair and pinned up another.


      “Evidently I did. I keep hearing that.”


      “So what are your plans?”


      “While I’m here or for the rest of my life?”


      “Let’s start with while you’re here.”


      “Get my bearings. Apply for some jobs. Sort through old stuff.”


      “Sounds like you’ll be busy.” She repeated the clipping process with more hair.


      I wrinkled my nose. I had an itch but my hands were buried under the cloth. “I’m hoping I won’t be here too long.”


      “Good luck with that.” She continued cutting my hair. I looked in the mirror and watched her work. I’d have never been good at cutting hair. I didn’t have the patience to get it right.


      “What do you think of the length?” Connie smiled broadly.


      “Perfect.” It looked fine to me.


      “All right, let me blow it out and you’ll be all set.”


      “Thanks.”


      I zoned out while she dried my hair. Usually I used every second of down time to stress about work. I didn’t have to do that anymore. I should have enjoyed the feeling, but it left me more frustrated.


      Once Connie finished I handed her a tip. “Thanks. Love it.”


      “Great.” She hugged me. “It’s going to get better.”


      “I know.” I smiled.


      “If you want dating recs, just ask.”


      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I turned and walked up to the front desk to meet my mom.


      “Do you feel better?” Mom stood from her seat by the window.


      “Ah, yeah. Sure.”


      “I already paid.” She set down a magazine and headed toward the door.


      “Thanks.”


      “How about we get that coffee we skipped on the way over?”


      “Sure. Why not?” There were a lot of things I’d pass on in life, but caffeine wasn’t one of them.
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      Fourteen times. I tried the tape fourteen times, and then one more for good measure. That good measure attempt was the downfall. I opened the tape player to find another tangled mess of tape.


      “No!”


      “Cassidy?” Mom opened the basement door. “Are you ok?”


      “I’m fine.” I sighed before slowly winding the tape in. The tape was even more twisted now. I was only making it worse.


      Clearly I wasn’t going to be able to fix the tape myself, so I stuffed the tape in my purse and walked upstairs. I found my mom sitting at the kitchen table. “I’ll be back later.”


      “Where are you going?” Mom asked worriedly.


      “Back to the store. I need help with this tape.”


      “Try to get home soon. I’m making dinner.”


      “Sounds good.” I walked out the front door and to my car.


      I was getting used to being back in my hometown. It was like seeing an old friend. At first it feels slightly off, like you’ve got vertigo, but soon you fall back into the rhythm.


      The door to Mr. Cheapo’s wouldn’t budge. I glanced at the business hours on the door and my watch. 6:02. I’d missed it by two minutes. If only I’d resisted that fifteenth attempt.


      I turned away from the store. Coming back in the morning wouldn’t be the biggest deal, but I didn’t feel like waiting. I’d end up obsessing over it all night. It was one of my issues. I couldn’t let things go, especially when I didn’t have anything else to keep my mind off of it. I turned back at the sound of the door opening.


      “You’re back?” Leo stepped outside onto the sidewalk.


      “Yeah, I’m back.” I smiled. Smiling usually went over much better than being pushy.


      “Was there a problem with the tape player? The batteries?”


      I shook my head. “No to both. It’s the tape.” I held out the white plastic.


      He took the tape from me. “Tough luck on that. You can never get those kinds of snags out.”


      “Yes, you can. It has to be possible.” I was determined. There was no way I was giving up on listening to that tape at least once.


      “Awesome Twosome?” He read the label.


      “Don’t ask.”


      “Ok, I won’t, but is there a reason you brought it here?”


      “I was hoping someone who works here could help.”


      He handed the tape back to me. “We can’t.”


      I put a hand on my hip. “I get that the store is closed. I can come back in the morning.”


      “Yes, it’s closed, but it’s more than that. No one can fix that thing.”


      “I don’t believe you.”


      A wry smile twisted on his face. “You are something else.”


      “I’ve been told that before, but that doesn’t help me with my tape problem.”


      “What would make you think we could fix it? We’re not a repair shop.”


      “But you know about tapes. Surely you can help.”


      He took the haphazardly wound tape from my hand again. “It’s all tangled.”


      “Exactly.”


      “And you tried to play it?”


      “Of course.”


      He held open the door to the store. “Let’s at least try it on another tape player.”


      “Thanks. Good point. Maybe the tape player you sold me was faulty merchandise.”


      “It’s not faulty, but it’s cheap. Let’s try it on something higher quality.”


      He walked back into the store and immediately went back behind the desk.


      “Can I go back there?”


      He smiled. “You don’t like to break rules.”


      “I do sometimes. Not always though.”


      “You can come back. No one’s going to care.”


      “Ok.” I followed him back into a crowded room. The counters were covered in CDs, records, and DVDs. The walls were surprisingly bare compared to the rest of the shop.


      Leo walked right over to an ancient looking tape player.


      “This one is better than the one I bought?”


      “Yes.” He inserted the tape and hit play. The tape made a squeaking noise, and then the stop button popped up.


      “That’s exactly what happened at home.”


      He removed the tape. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help.”


      “Do you know of a repair shop I could try?”


      “A repair shop that works on cassette tapes?”


      “Yes. There’s got to be one somewhere.”


      He seemed to be debating something. “I may know someone.”


      “Great.” I pulled out my phone and opened the note app. “If I can just get their contact information I’ll be on my way.”


      “Whoa.” He held up a hand. “Slow down. I’m not giving you his information.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because he’s a personal friend.”


      “And?”


      “And you’re unbalanced.”


      “Unbalanced?” I leaned in. “You don’t want to see unbalanced.”


      “Yeah, that’s my point.”


      I took another approach. “Listen. I’m not actually that weird. I’m just having a difficult time, and listening to this tape would help.”


      “I’ll tell you what. I’ll hold on to the tape and see what I can do.”


      “No way.” I shook my head. “Absolutely, positively no.”


      “I’m not going to lose it.”


      “How would I know? I don’t even know you.”


      “Yet you’re willing to take my word on knowing someone who could help. What if my friend just threw it away?”


      I huffed. “He wouldn’t do that.”


      “Once again how would you know?”


      “Listen, I really, really need this fixed.”


      “Really?” He asked with mock surprise. “I had no clue.”


      “Is there any way you could help? I’d appreciate it. I can pay you.” I pulled out my wallet.


      “Pay me?” He raised an eyebrow. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised since you bought the overpriced tape player.”


      “I’m desperate.”


      “If you start trying to ply me with sex I’m out of here.”


      “You didn’t just say that.”


      He held his hands up in front of him in defense. “When you start offering me money and talking about desperation…”


      “Fine. I’ll come back when someone else is working.” I grabbed the tape and turned away.


      “Wait.” He sighed loudly.


      I stopped.


      “You got your hair cut.”


      “What?” I turned back.


      “Your hair. It looks different.”


      “Different good or different bad?”


      “Do you actually care what I think?”


      “No. I’m just curious.”


      “Different good.”


      “Ok.” I nodded. “You’re not a total jerk.” And he had a killer smile, a smile that affected me physically. Paired with his deep green eyes, it made him impossible to ignore.


      “Not completely. I admit the sex comment was a little much.”


      “Do you really know someone who can help?”


      “Possibly. I’m going home, but if you leave me with your number I can call him and see if he’s willing to take a look at it.”


      “Sure. Want me to write it down or put it in your phone?”


      “I’ve never had such an easy time getting a girl’s number before.”


      I ignored his joke. “Which one is it?”


      He pulled out his phone. “This way I won’t lose it.”


      “The truth comes out.” I quickly typed in my name and number. “How long do you think it’s going to be?”


      “I’ll call him tonight or tomorrow, and then I’ll call you.”


      “I don’t care how late you call.”


      He smiled. “Man, you like to sound easy.”


      “Will you stop with the sexual innuendos already? If I was looking for that, I wouldn’t be at a used record store.”


      “Is that your way of telling me I’m unattractive?”


      I accepted the challenge of his words and looked him straight in the eye. “It’s my way of telling you I’m worried about that tape.”


      “Interesting diversion tactic.”


      “I will be back if I don’t hear from you.”


      “You promise?”


      I rolled my eyes and turned away.


      “Have a lovely evening, Cassidy.”


      “You too.” I walked back out to my car with the tape in my hand. I wasn’t sure if I should feel frustrated or appreciative. I guess that would depend on whether he came through.


      As I pulled out of the parking lot I couldn’t help but reflect on our conversation. Ply him with sex? Some girls would have slapped him for that. But I didn’t. What did that say about me?


      Probably nothing.

      


      “That was quick,” Mom called from the kitchen.


      “Yeah, they were closed.”


      “That’s too bad. You going back tomorrow?”


      I washed my hands in the sink. “I talked to someone who worked there, and he’s going to call if he finds someone who can help.”


      “I thought they were closed.”


      “They were, but he remembered me.”


      “He?” Mom smiled as she cut up a tomato.


      “Yes, he. Why would that matter?”


      “I was just saying.”


      “Just saying what?” I couldn’t stand it when she insinuated things and then dropped it like she’d never said anything.


      “Maybe he was the reason you went back.”


      “Mom!”


      She startled and set aside the knife. “Please, can the theatrics wait until I’m done chopping tomatoes?”


      “How could you imply that? Of course he’s not why I went back.”


      “All this work over some old tape?”


      “Yes. It’s important to me.” I washed my hands in the sink and dried them on a dish towel.


      “Want to help?”


      “What can I do?”


      “Wash the lettuce.”


      “Sure.” I pulled the lettuce out of the fridge.


      “You look good.”


      “Yeah, the haircut.”


      “No, I mean you. I wouldn’t know you’d just broken off your engagement.”


      “It isn’t as bad as it sounds.”


      “Or it hasn’t hit you yet.”


      “It’s hit me.” It hit me before I did it. It’s why I finally left. I was about to marry someone who didn’t even want me. I deserved better than that, and so did he. He deserved to spend his life with the one he really wanted. Too bad it took us so long to figure that out.


      “Your father is working late tonight.”


      “No surprise.” He’d worked late most nights.


      “He works hard.”


      “I know. I was merely commenting that I wasn’t surprised.”


      “But he wanted to be home for dinner.”


      “Is it just us?” I hoped mom wasn’t going through all the trouble with dinner for me.


      “Yes. I was hoping Nile would join us, but he has a date.”


      “A date?”


      “You two haven’t talked much lately.” It wasn’t a question.


      “No, we haven’t.”


      “He’s your only brother.”


      “And phones and trains work both ways.”


      “He doesn’t like bothering you. You work a lot.”


      “I’m not working now.” Nor did I have any plans to in the near future.


      “Which is why I was hoping he’d join us tonight. I’m sure he’ll come by to see you tomorrow.”


      “I’m sure.” I finished helping with the salad. “Are you actually hungry?”


      “Not particularly.”


      “Then why not save the time and energy? We can have salad and wine. Does that work for you?”


      “Sure. I hadn’t started on the chicken yet.”


      “Great. Seems like a waste to make a whole meal for just us.”


      “I cook for two all the time.”


      “But I’m not going to eat much.”


      “Are you trying to worry me?”


      “No. I’ll play my cards. All I really want is dessert.”


      She smiled. “Why didn’t you say that from the beginning?” She opened the freezer and pulled out my favorite Carvel brown bonnets. She handed me one and kept the other for herself.


      “I guess I should have cut to the chase.”


      Mom unwrapped her ice cream. “No matter how much you want to deny it, I’m your mother. I know you.”


      “I know.” I bit into the chocolate covered goodness.


      “Do you really want to have salad after this?”


      “Of course. We need to have a balanced meal.”
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      Fluffy wasn’t exactly a fan of his new digs. All he did was meow and wait at the bottom of the stairs. I couldn’t help that the basement wasn’t as light filled as our last place. He’d spent most of his days in the old apartment looking out the windows longingly.


      He meowed again as I reached the bottom step, and I moved to pick him up. He hissed at me. “Fine, you want to play that way? I was going to show you the windows on the other side of the basement.”


      He stared at me before disappearing into the shadows. “Even my cat hates me,” I said out loud. I walked over to the bed and sprawled out. I wasn’t used to having free time, and I had no clue what to do with it. I considered downloading a book on my phone, but then it rang.


      “Hello?” I immediately picked up the unknown local number. Maybe Leo had worked fast. “Any news?”


      “Hey, Cassidy. What kind of news were you hoping for?”


      “Will your guy fix it or not?”


      “Uh, fix what?”


      Then it hit me. “Who is this?”


      “It’s Brent. Remember I saw you at the Salon today? Who did you think it was?”


      I sighed. “Oh, hi.”


      “Who were you waiting to hear from? I might be able to help you fix whatever it is you need fixed.” His voice rose slightly on the word fixed making me question what he was getting at.


      “It’s nothing. Just someone from a store.”


      “From a store?” His question was laced with skepticism. Who knew what kind of store he thought I was talking about? I didn’t care.


      “Yeah. Forget it.”


      “Ok… I was calling to see if you still wanted to grab that coffee?”


      “When?” I hoped I could buy myself some time.


      “Tonight, if that works. I can pick you up if you want. I remember where your parents live.”


      “Oh… I can’t.”


      “Why not?”


      I struggled to come up with an excuse. I had no interest in doing anything, but I didn’t want to be rude. “I’m already ready for bed.” It was kind of true.


      “Want me to come over then? We can hang out?”


      “Ah, I’m actually going to go to bed.”


      “Ok. Gotcha. How about tomorrow night?”


      “Sorry, plans with my brother.” At least my mom hinted he’d be around.


      “Oh yeah? He and Melinda?”


      “Melinda?” I repeated the unfamiliar name.


      “Yeah, his girlfriend.”


      “You know my brother’s girlfriend?”


      “Yeah. We always end up at trivia night at Bailey’s on Thursdays.”


      “Trivia night at Bailey’s?” I had no clue that old bar was still open.


      “Yeah… we’ve been doing it for years.”


      “Oh.”


      “Are you sure you don’t want to get some coffee? I can show you the sights.”


      “I grew up here. I know the sights.” They weren’t particularly exciting aside from some decent beaches in the summer.


      “Yes, but you knew them as a teenager, not as an adult. Things have changed since then.”


      “And that makes them better now?” Then I thought of something. “You have to have gone through a bunch of phones since high school. Even if your contacts remained on each, why didn’t you delete this number?”


      He didn’t say anything for a minute.


      “Brent?”


      “It never seemed worth deleting.”


      “Okay… just wondering.”


      “Obviously you didn’t still have mine.”


      “I deleted almost everyone’s from high school.” I liked to keep my contacts trimmed so I didn’t accidently call someone I hadn’t spoken to in years.


      “Why?”


      “I didn’t need them anymore.”


      “Just because you move away doesn’t mean you have to cut ties.”


      “Didn’t you go away to school?”


      “Yeah. Yale.”


      “Ok. Just checking.” He’d been one of the smartest guys in our class. I knew he’d gone somewhere good.


      “Listen, I’m not going to be that guy and keep calling, but if you want to hang out let me know. Okay?”


      “I will.”


      “Were you really going to bed, or was that your way of getting out of going out with me?”


      “Technically, it was true.” Did he really have to make me feel bad?


      “But you would have made up an excuse anyway?”


      “I recently broke off my engagement.”


      “Oh, Cassidy. That sucks. I’m so sorry.” He seemed to actually care, which made me feel even worse.


      “Yeah, it was for the best, but it just happened.”


      “So really recent?”


      “Yesterday.” It was hard to believe so little time had passed. “That’s why I’m here. I moved out and needed a place to stay.”


      “Oh, wow. Now I really need to get you out. You can’t hole up and wallow.”


      “I’m not wallowing. I had ice cream with my mom.”


      “That’s wallowing.”


      “I’ll call you when I’m up for it.”


      “Ok. Well, have a good night.”


      “You too.” I hung up ready to do some more wallowing.


      After laying on my bed for another five minutes, the wallowing got old so I took a shower. I once again marveled at how nice it was compared to my apartment in Philly. That place had crappy water pressure and a questionable hot water heater. I could have spent an hour under the heavy stream here.


      I’d just gotten out when my phone rang again. I wrapped up in my towel and grabbed my phone. It was another unknown number. I picked up more tentatively this time. “Hello.”


      “Cassidy?”


      “Yeah, that’s me.”


      “It’s Leo. From the store.” His voice was strong and crisp. It was the kind of voice I expected to hear on the radio.


      “Yeah, I know who you are.”


      “My friend thinks he can help.”


      “Really?” My spirits rose. “That’s great.”


      “Can you come by and drop the tape off tomorrow?”


      “I’m not dropping it off.” I tightened the towel around me. “I already told you that.”


      “Well he’s in Roslyn, and he’s not coming all the way out here.”


      “Ok, I can go to him.” I had nothing better to do anyway.


      “Yeah… not a chance. He’s doing this as a favor to me. I need to do it.”


      “Then we can go together.” I wasn’t giving up the tape.


      “Go together?”


      “Yes. I don’t bite. I’ll even do the driving.”


      “I wasn’t worried about you biting me.”


      “That’s a good thing—I think.”


      He laughed. “You’re really not going to let me do this myself, are you?”


      “Absolutely not.” I dug out some clothes from my bag.


      “And you’re not going to leave me alone until it gets done?”


      I wasn’t sure if I should have been offended or embarrassed by his words. I chose not to feel either. “No. I’m not.”


      “Ok. Can you come by tomorrow at closing?”


      “Is it six o’clock?”


      “Yes.”


      “And you’ll really be there?” I stepped into a pair of pajama shorts. “You’re not going to slip out?”


      “Would I have bothered calling you tonight if I was?”


      “Maybe. I’ve given up on trying to understand people.”


      “And you’re what, twenty-five?”


      “Twenty-seven.” My age slipped out. I wondered at what point I wouldn’t want to share that information.


      “Same difference. That’s too young to give up on people.”


      “Then prove me wrong. I’ll see you tomorrow at six.”


      “I’ll see you then.” He hung up.


      I set aside my phone. I had no idea what I was getting myself into, but I didn’t really care.

      


      Meow.


      I rolled over.


      Meow.


      Fluffy, the same cat that ignored me all day, had decided to annoy me when I’d finally fallen asleep.


      Meow.


      “Leave me alone,” I hissed. I was starting to regret my decision to take him. Maybe I should have left him with Steve to deal with. Only I knew that would have made things worse. Steve would have posted pictures of the two of them snuggling, and somehow that would irritate me more than seeing pictures of him with another partner.


      Meow.


      “Shut up.”


      Fluffy ignored me.


      I rolled over toward the side where the meowing was coming from. “What is it?”


      Meow.


      There was no lamp by the bed, so I had to traipse across the room to turn on the light. “What?”


      Meow. He gave me a pitiful look.


      “What could you possibly want?” I checked his food and water. He had plenty of both.


      He ran over to the bottom of the stairs.


      “What are you doing?” I yawned. “You are a cat. Cats don’t need to go out.”


      Meow. He started up the stairs.


      “You have got to be kidding me.” I walked to the bottom of the stairs. “Fluffy, get down here.”


      Meow.


      “What do you want me to do? Walk you?”


      Now that I was fully awake, the thought of fresh air didn’t sound quite so bad. I pulled on a sweatshirt over my pajama shirt and stepped into a pair of flip flops. I walked up the stairs and scooped up Fluffy despite his meows of protest and opened the door.


      Letting the cat roam the neighborhood was out of the question, but it wasn’t like I could walk him on a leash. The only option I had was to let him out in the backyard. Hopefully he wasn’t small enough to slip under the fence.


      I opened the back door and let him out onto the deck. He walked to the edge of the stairs and sat down.


      The night was cool with a slight breeze. It was the type of early fall night when you want to be outside. I took a seat next to him, expecting Fluffy to run off as I sat down. But he didn’t. He sat right there. I took a chance and petted him. He let me. No biting, no hissing. Interesting. Was that all he wanted from me? Fresh air?


      “I know the feeling, Fluffy.” I sat outside and pet him for another twenty minutes before I headed to the door. He followed me, and I scooped him up. This time he didn’t protest as much.


      As soon as I opened the basement door he jumped out of my arms, scratching me in the process. But they were accidental scratches, and those were much better than the intentional ones he liked to give.
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      I waited in my car as long as I could. I didn’t want to show up too early, but I was in a rush. I wanted to hear the tape; no, I needed to. I hadn’t thought about that tape in years, but now that I had it in my hands, I couldn’t wait any longer.


      I ran my hand over the faded sticker on the tape. How had so many years passed since then? Every year had crawled as a kid, but now they seemed to fly by.


      I glanced at the clock. It was 5:55. I turned off my car. I was done waiting. I got out and walked inside the once again familiar store.


      The desk was empty when I walked in, but I assumed he was in the back. I walked over to the used CDs area and started flipping through.


      “Moving on to newer technology?”


      I turned at the sound of Leo’s voice behind me. “Yeah¸ you know. At least you can pick the track with CDs.”


      “Yet you still want my help with the tape?” He pointed to my hand.


      “Yes. I need it.”


      “I’m at a loss for what’s on it that could possibly be so important.”


      “Does it matter?”


      “Not really. Well yes. I mean, it would be nice to know why you want my help so badly.”


      “Would you help me any more or less if you knew?”


      “Not less.”


      “I would be happy to pay you for your time, or go over there myself.”


      “We’ve been over this. You’re not going by yourself.”


      “And the money?” I didn’t particularly want to hand over cash. Any hope I had of getting an apartment depended on saving up, but I could handle giving him twenty dollars or something.


      “I don’t need your money.” His face hardened.


      I dropped the money talk. “Ok.”


      “You ready to go?” He grabbed a set of keys.


      “Yes. I can finish my CD shopping another day.”


      “You sure? I mean we have a pretty epic selection.”


      “It will still be here tomorrow.”


      “Yes, it will.” He walked toward the front and gestured for me to walk outside first. He followed and locked the door.


      “How long have you been working here?”


      “Nine months.”


      “Oh.”


      “Is that long or short?”


      “Neither, I guess.” I walked to my car. “I assume you are okay with me driving?”


      “Yeah, I wouldn’t want you to think I was kidnapping you or something.”


      “Are you trying to freak me out?” I hit unlock.


      He opened the passenger door to my car. “No, just making sure you’re thinking things through.”


      “Gee, thanks.”


      I got in and buckled my seatbelt.


      “How do you know I’m not a complete psycho? I could kill you as soon as we leave the parking lot.”


      “Oh yeah? With the sun up on Jericho turnpike?”


      “You never know.”


      “If you wanted to kill me there would be easier ways. I’ve told my family we’re together. They’d figure out it was you.” I hadn’t actually told them I was going anywhere with a guy, but they did know I was heading over to the record store.


      “All right. Good point. I’ll keep my psycho instincts at bay.”


      “Good.” I pulled out onto the road.


      “You going to take the Northern State?”


      “Yes. There shouldn’t be too much west bound traffic.”


      “You have a Pennsylvania plate.”


      “I do.” Eventually I’d have to change it over to wherever it was I settled down.


      “Is that where you usually live?”


      “It’s where I lived. Past tense.” I wasn’t going back there.


      “Why are you here?”


      “I’m staying in my parents’ basement.”


      “Oh.”


      That shut him up fast. “Is this when you get judgmental?”


      “You mean how you got judgmental about me working at the store for nine months?”


      “I wasn’t being judgmental. I was curious.”


      “You were trying to figure out if it was the only job I was qualified for.”


      “I was not.” I merged onto the parkway.


      “Yes you were.”


      “No.” I shook my head. “Not at all.”


      “Fine. I wasn’t being judgmental of you either. I was surprised.”


      “Surprised I’d be living in a basement?” Considering he thought I was unbalanced, he couldn’t have been that surprised.


      “Particularly your parents’ basement. You don’t look like the type to crawl back like that.”


      “I didn’t crawl back.” Ok, yes I did, but he didn’t need to know that. “It has only been a few days.”


      “A few days in and you are already on a crazy quest to fix a tape?”


      “What else do I have to do?”


      “Work a job… or is that why you’re in the basement?”


      “I quit my job.” I’d never quit a job before. All my previous jobs had fixed or natural ending points like a semester or summer.


      “What did you do?”


      “Does that matter?” I switched lanes to pass a slow moving car.


      “No, but It seems like a normal conversation topic.”


      “I was in-house counsel for an insurance company.” I avoided the word attorney. I hated the word. That and lawyer.


      “You’re a lawyer?”


      “Was.”


      “But you’ll be one again.” He stretched out his legs in front of him.


      “Not any time soon.”


      “I thought about law school.”


      “You did?” Everyone seems to think about law school. I probably should have left it at just a thought. Although knowing me I’d have spent the rest of my life questioning my decision to forgo it. Loans or not, it was probably worth suffering through it.


      “Yeah… but I didn’t go that direction.”


      “Smart move.”


      “You regret it?”


      “Every time I pay a monthly loan payment.”


      “I know that feeling.”


      “You have student loans too?” Most people my age did.


      “Oh, not being judgmental are you?”


      “Nope. Just making conversation.” Bad conversation, but it was better than silence.


      “I have more than I’ll ever pay off.”


      “Great feeling, huh?”


      “Fantastic. The last ones I took out for my MBA were the icing on the cake.”


      “MBA?” I didn’t have too many friends who went that route.


      “Yes.”


      “Do you own Mr. Cheapos?”


      “Own it?”


      “I mean if you have your MBA, maybe that’s your story.”


      “No. I don’t own it. I work there, exactly like it looks like.”


      “I need a job.” I changed lanes to pass a slow moving car.


      “But not a law job?”


      “Nope. I want something different.” Different was what I needed.


      “Have you applied anywhere yet?”


      “No. It’s only been a few days.”


      “Why did you quit your job before finding another one? Don’t you know it’s a lot easier to find a new one when you already have one?”


      “I wasn’t really thinking long-term future planning.”


      “What were you thinking?”


      I glanced over to look at him. “I hate this job.”


      “Nice.”


      “I also broke off my engagement the same day.”


      “Wow. Big day, huh?”


      “Yes.” It wasn’t my first time quitting a guy. I’d dumped a few, but breaking off an engagement with someone I lived with was much harder. I wondered if people ever got married simply to avoid the situation. Having to move out wasn’t fun.


      “How did he take it?”


      “Who?”


      “The ex-fiancé.”


      “He didn’t really care.” He’d been relieved. He’d been hoping I’d take the initiative myself. I had thought he was the strong one, but in that way he’d been weak. We all had our flaws.


      “Oh.”


      “Now you are being judgmental.”


      “Yes, I am. I mean what kind of guy doesn’t care that the girl he plans to marry changed her mind?”


      “Steve.”


      “Steve? You were going to marry a guy named Steve?”


      “What’s wrong with that name?” I moved back into the right lane in time to have to slow down again for traffic. I was surprised there were so many people heading west this time of night.


      “A Cassidy can’t marry a Steve. It wouldn’t work.”


      “Oh yeah?” I raised an eyebrow. “There’s a science to names and marriage?”


      “Not a science.”


      “I like your name.” I kept my eyes fixed ahead on the road.


      “Leo?”


      “Yeah. I’ve never met one before.”


      “I guess you were too young to have Leonardo Dicaprio pictures on your wall.”


      “A little young, but is that your full name? Leonardo?”


      “Nope. Just Leo.”


      “Cool. I like that. Are your parents hippies?”


      “No, but I am a Leo so astrology played into it I guess.”


      “Well, it’s a cool name.”


      “Thanks. Now that that’s settled. What happened?”


      “With Steve?”


      “Yes.”


      “I don’t want to talk about it.” It was easier to push it out of my head and pretend it never happened.


      “But you’re the one who brought it up to begin with.” He huffed.


      “Not because I wanted to go into details.”


      “That’s annoying.”


      “What is?”


      “Bringing something like that up and not giving an explanation.” He was watching me. Even without looking I knew his eyes were on me.


      “What do you think happened?” I challenged.


      “The sex was bad.”


      I turned to look at him.


      “I’m right, huh?”


      “That’s not why I ended it, but it was.” Horrible. The kind of sex you do everything to avoid.


      “Figured.”


      “How did you figure that?” I was curious how he guessed that part.


      “Why Steve let you go so easy. My guess is it sucked for him too.”


      “Are you trying to imply I’m bad at sex?”


      “No. Just that you didn’t work together. I don’t get why people make it about someone being good or bad. It’s about compatibility.”


      “Are you single?”


      “Want to find out if we’re compatible?”


      I grunted. “As if.”


      “Oh. Clueless reference.”


      “What?”


      “Come on, you have to realize that’s where that line comes from.”


      “I’ve always said it.”


      “But it became a popular fixture in our lexicon from the movie.”


      “I saw it once.”


      “Once?” His eyes widened.


      “What? You don’t look like the type to enjoy that kind of movie.” Wasn’t it a chic flick?


      “It’s a classic from the 90s movie cannon.”


      “Ok.”


      “We have it in the used DVD section for like a dollar. Pick it up. Watch for all the subtle society influences.”


      “Are you sure you’re a business person?”


      “I took a couple of film and lit classes in undergrad.”


      “Oh. Gotcha.”


      “Yes. And now that’s how to avoid a question.”


      “Wait, what?”


      He winked.


      “Oh. You never told me whether you were single or not?”


      “Take the next exit.” He pointed to the sign.


      “Ok. You are an expert at avoiding answers. Did you even care about Clueless?” I stayed in the right lane even though it was annoying slow. I didn’t want to miss the exit.


      “I was having fun.”


      “You have strange ways to have fun.”


      “So do you.”


      “What do you mean?” I slowed down and pulled off onto the exit ramp.


      “This whole tape thing? Clearly it isn’t a matter of life or death, so at least in some way you’re doing it for fun.”


      “I’m doing it because it’s important.” I needed to hear it, especially now that I messed it up.


      “Oh yes, the secret importance.” He shook his head. “Ok, go to the left.”


      I got into the left lane and waited for the light to change. “It’s been a rough week.”


      “I would think so with the broken engagement and quitting your job.”


      “I usually don’t do things like that. Or this.” The light changed, and I turned.


      “This meaning driving with a complete stranger? And that being the quitting thing?”


      “Exactly.”


      “I do this all the time.”


      “Drive with complete strangers?”


      “Help girls in need.”


      “I’m not in need.”


      “And I’m kidding. Turn left here.” He pointed to the next traffic light. “Normally I’d have told you to look online for a tape person.”


      “Then why didn’t you?”


      “You seemed cool, and I could tell you needed my help.”


      “Glad I seemed desperate.”


      “Aren’t you?”


      I thought about it. “Not completely desperate.”


      “Just sort of desperate?”


      “Or in a weird spot. Desperation sounds worse than what I am.” I was still a few steps away from there.


      “That’s a healthy way to view it.”


      “Healthy?”


      “Yeah. To realize things could be worse.”


      “True.” Once again I was being deemed an optimist. Although to be fair, Connie had been sarcastically referring to the way I view my gray hair.


      “You’re going to have to take the next right.”


      “This guy can actually help?”


      “Isn’t it a little bit late to be asking?”


      “Now that we’re turning on residential streets, I’m accepting how dumb it might be to walk into some random guy’s house.”


      “You don’t have to walk inside.”


      “He’ll come out?”


      “He works out of his garage, so he can just open the door.”


      “This gets weirder and weirder.”


      “But safer, right?”


      “On the surface it seems that way.”


      “As you pointed out earlier, people know I’m with you, so it’s not in my interest to continue my psycho tendencies to get you hurt today.”


      “It’s actually happened.”


      “What has?”


      “I’ve met someone as weird as me.” I was sure I’d met plenty, but most people hid it. Leo didn’t, and that in itself was refreshing.


      “I’ve met weirder.”


      “Let me rephrase that. Weird in a way that still makes you appear normal.”


      “Isn’t that the ultimate goal? To be strange but go undetected.”


      “Exactly!” I thought I was the only one who ever thought that way.


      “Okay, third house on the left.”


      I slowed down in front of the house he indicated and turned into the driveway of a well-maintained two story colonial. It was exactly the same design as all the others on the block, but this one was painted a dark blue instead of the brown that most of them were.


      “You really promise I’m not an idiot for doing this?”


      “I’m not saying that. You may be a complete idiot for it, but you’re not going to get hurt.”


      “If you’re right, I’ll buy you dinner after this.”


      He laughed. “We’ll see if you’re still saying that later.”


      I turned off the car and waited for Leo to get out before I did. “Your friend knows we’re coming, correct?”


      “Yes.”


      He walked up to a side door next to the garage and knocked. I hung back by my car. This was insanity, but if the guy could fix my tape, it would be completely worth it. Leo walked back over to me. “I need to warn you. Phil is a little different.”


      “Uh, bad time to tell me.”


      “The only time to tell you.”


      The garage door opened, and Leo gestured for me to walk toward it.


      “Remember, I survive and you get dinner.”


      He laughed. “I’d let you survive without the food.”


      We walked down the driveway and into the garage.


      A guy with long blond hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and dressed in a Nirvana t-shirt sat at a desk. He looked at me and then at Leo. “Now I see why you’re doing this.”


      “I’m doing this because she asked nicely.” Leo grinned.


      “You’re doing this because she looks like that.” Phil nodded toward me.


      “Uh, ok. Moving on.” I wasn’t in the mood to deal with awkwardness. “Leo says you can fix broken cassette tapes?”


      “Sometimes, can I see it?” He pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose.


      “Yeah.” I handed it over to him.


      He looked at it under the light, mumbled, and set it down.


      He picked up the tape. “It doesn’t look too bad.”


      “So you can fix it?”


      “It doesn’t play at all?”


      “No. The stop button pops right up when you put it in.”


      “And you tried it on several tape players?”


      “Yes.” I was grateful Leo had suggested we try another.


      He nodded. “Let’s see.” He inserted it into one of the those tape/CD combo units everyone used to have.


      The play button popped right up.


      “Ok. It’s more than that little mangled spot then. I need to get into it.”


      “Ok…”


      “It would be easier if it had screws.” He swirled the tape in his hand.


      “But it doesn’t?” I hadn’t even looked for something like that.


      “No it doesn’t.”


      “So what can you do?” Hopefully that didn’t mean the tape was a lost cause.


      “I have to break into in.” He walked further into the garage.


      “Where are you going?”


      “To find a blank tape we can use.”


      “A blank one?” I followed him for a few steps.


      “The plastic shell isn’t going to go back together when I’m done with it.”


      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing then?” I glanced around at the tables of old computers from the dark ages, old phones, and multiple old stereos.


      “Yes. You are really uptight about this.”


      “I know. That tape means a lot to me.”


      “And I can handle it.” Phil sat down at a table wielding an exacto knife.


      “Wait. What are you going to do with that?”


      “Break into the shell.”


      “But won’t that hurt the tape?”


      “No. I’m not touching the actual tape inside.” He began to cut open the shell.


      I looked away, studying the faded band posters from decades past lining the wall.


      Leo laughed. “You’re acting like it’s surgery.”


      “I really want to hear this tape.”


      “I know.” He patted my arm gently. Normally that would have annoyed me, but it didn’t.


      “Ah ha.” Phil set aside the knife. “I was right. It has nothing to do with the mangled portion, this part is cut.” He held up a wheel of the tape.


      “Did you cut that?”


      “No. I didn’t cut that. It was cut, hence why your tape wouldn’t play.”


      “Can you fix it?”


      “Yes.” He nodded. “But not today.”


      “Why not?” I walked further into the garage, stopping next to a computer and printer with paper with those strips with holes on the sides.


      “I don’t have any more tape-splicing tape.”


      “Can you get it?”


      “Yes. I’ll order some. Leave the tape here, and I’ll call Leo when it’s ready.”


      “I can’t leave my tape.”


      “Then you want to take it home like this and forget it?” He held out the loose hanging reels of tape.


      My stomach turned at the sight of what was left of the tape. “No. I’d love if you could fix it. How much will the tape cost?” Hopefully it wasn’t some specialty stuff no one used anymore.


      “I need more anyway, so don’t sweat it.”


      “Are you sure?” I wasn’t surprised he used it. He had a whole bin of old cassettes.


      “Yes.”


      Leo nudged me. “She tried to buy me off too.”


      I ignored him. “How long do you think it’s going to take?”


      “It depends how long it takes me to get the tape.”


      “Ok.”


      “He’ll fix it.” Leo nodded to Phil.


      “Ok, but I want you to know this tape means a lot to me. Please don’t lose it or anything.”


      “I respect anyone who cares that much about a cassette tape.” He pushed his glasses up on his face again.


      I nodded. “Thanks.”


      Leo walked back up the driveway to the car. By the time I slipped into the driver’s seat, Phil had already closed the garage door.


      “He’s going to get that back to me, right?”


      “Yes. He’s good for it.”


      “Good.” I backed out of the driveway.


      “If it’s okay with you, can we rain check on that dinner?”


      “Sure.” I tried to understand the source of my disappointment. Leo had done exactly what he’d said he would. I’d only offered dinner to be nice. Why did I care?


      “And would you mind dropping me off somewhere?”


      “Drop you off?” I slowed down.


      “Yeah, I need to see someone who lives near here.”


      “Okay…” I was glad he’d saved his shadiness until after our meeting with Phil.


      “It’s not far.”


      “Just tell me where I’m going.”


      “Turn right at the next cross street.”


      “Got it.”


      Neither of us said anything until I pulled up outside of a modest ranch style house. “Well, thanks for the help.”


      “Thanks for the ride.”


      “So call me when you hear from Phil, ok?”


      “I will. Have a good night.”


      “Thanks. You too.”


      He closed his door and headed to the front of the house. I drove down the road and turned around. I hoped for a glimpse of him as I passed by on my way back to the main road, but he’d already disappeared inside by that time. I sighed. I wasn’t allowed to care.
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      The drive home was boring and far too quiet. By the time I reached my exit, I knew I wasn’t going to settle for going straight home. Sitting at a light a few minutes from home, I glanced at my phone. None of my high school friends lived on Long Island anymore, and I wasn’t in the mood to go all the way into the city on a week night. I turned on my Bluetooth and dialed the one person I knew was in town.


      “Cassidy? Hey.” It was Brent’s turn to sound surprised.


      “Hey, Brent. How are you?”


      “I’m doing all right. You? Feeling any better?”


      “Want to do something tonight?” I glanced at the clock. It was early, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t already made plans.


      “Uh, sure. I wasn’t expecting you to actually change your mind.”


      “Yeah, sleep helped.” It hadn’t, but it sounded nice.


      “Ok, cool. What do you want to do?”


      “I don’t know. What is there even to do here?”


      “How about we go to O’Reily’s?”


      “I’ve never been, but I’m game.” It was one of the half dozen Irish pubs in or around town.


      “You’ve never been?”


      “I haven’t exactly been on Long Island much since I turned twenty-one.”


      “Ok, it’s not necessarily the coolest place, but it’s fun enough.”


      “Ok. When should I meet you?”


      “Eight work for you?”


      “Sure.” It had been a long time since I’d gone out at the eight o’clock hour, but then again it had been ages since I’d gone out on a week night.


      “Great. See you then.” He hung up.


      I hoped I wouldn’t regret my decision, but I’d have my own car and could leave anytime.

      


      The inside of the pub was exactly as I expected it to be. Crowded, dark, and loud. It was musty with a faint hint of cigarette smoke that must have come from the patrons since there was a smoking ban. I had half a mind to turn around and walk right back outside. Maybe hanging out in the basement wouldn’t be so bad.


      “Cassidy, hey you made it.” Brent walked over with a beer in his hand. He gave me a half hug I awkwardly returned.


      “Yeah. I’m on time, I think.” I glanced at my watch.


      “You are. I got here a little early.”


      “I see.” I gestured to his beer.


      “I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss you. Can I get you anything to drink?”


      This wasn’t a date, which meant I had to be very careful not to send the wrong signals. “I can get myself something.” Then I remembered, “Wasn’t I supposed to buy? I mean to make up for the tip?”


      He shrugged. “I was kidding about that.”


      “Okay.”


      I glanced around the crowded bar again. “Are you meeting anyone else?”


      “Not specifically, but there’s a usual crowd here on Tuesdays.”


      “Oh ok.”


      “Your brother comes sometimes.”


      “Oh.” He still hadn’t stopped by or called, but I refused to read into it. I hadn’t made the effort either.


      “So let’s get you something to drink.”


      “I’ll just have a diet Coke.” I usually enjoyed myself more with a real drink, but I didn’t want anything clouding my judgment. I was out of it enough already.


      “You don’t drink?” The question was more out of curiosity than judgment. Point for Brent.


      “I do, but not tonight.”


      “Okay.” He walked over to the bar.


      “I’ll get it.” I shoved my cash down on the bar before he could pay for my soda. I grabbed the glass and walked away from the bar.


      “You’re still really stubborn.” He pulled out a chair at a small corner table.


      “Was I stubborn in high school?” I’d thought I was rather free-spirited back then. Post college was another story.


      “Yes.” He laughed. “No offense.”


      “No offense taken.” Of course I’d taken offense. I was glad for my soda decision.


      “So, I’m sorry about your break-up, but what else have you been up to?”


      I took a long sip of my soda. “I went to law school. Worked at an insurance company in Philly for a few years.”


      “Where do you work now?”


      “Nowhere. I quit.”


      “Oh.” His eyes widened in surprise.


      I turned the conversation before he could ask more questions. “What about you? How long have you been back here?”


      “A while.”


      “Like since after college?”


      “Pretty much. I haven’t found anything I really want to do yet.”


      “I know the feeling.”


      He sipped his beer. “Are you planning to stay around for a while?”


      “Maybe.” I stirred my straw around the glass. “I haven’t really thought things through.”


      “Everyone needs to take a break occasionally.”


      “Explain that to my mom.”


      He laughed. “Trust me, my mom wasn’t thrilled when I came back either.”


      “Where do you live?”


      “I have a place over on Lowcross. It’s pretty small and crappy, but it works.”


      “Still better than a basement.”


      “I’m guessing if you stick around you’ll leave your parents’ house.”


      “Absolutely. It’s already been too long.”


      “Cassidy?”


      I turned at the sound of my name and hopped out of my chair as soon as I saw who the voice belonged to. “Hey!” I ran up and hugged, Clay, my brother’s best friend.


      “What are you doing home?” He stepped back and looked me over. “It’s not a holiday.”


      “Uh, it’s a long story.”


      “Then let me get a beer, and you can tell me. By the way, does Nile know you’re home?”


      “It’s really a pretty boring story, and yeah. He does. I’m sure my mom told him.”


      “Hi Brent.” Clay nodded at Brent before making his way to the bar.


      “Hey.” Brent nodded in response.


      A girl smiled at Brent from across the room.


      “You can go over. It’s fine,” I explained.


      “You sure? I don’t want to ditch you.”


      “I need to catch up with Clay anyway.”


      “Ok, cool.” He waved before walking toward the girl.


      Clay returned a moment later with two beers in his hand.


      “Double fisting?” I laughed as he took a seat next to me at the table.


      “This one’s for you.”


      “I have a drink.” I wrapped my hand around my glass.


      “That’s a soda. If you’re home because of a long story, you need a beer.”


      “It’s not a good story, and how do you know this isn’t a Rum and Coke?”


      “There’s no rum in that glass.”


      He was right, so there was no reason to argue the point. “Don’t you have better things to be doing?” I picked up the beer.


      “I’m at O’Reily’s on a weekday night. Do you think I have better things to be doing?”


      “I quit my job and broke things off with Steve.” I took a long sip of the cold beer.


      “That’s not a long story.”


      “I guess not when I tell it that way.”


      “Finally realized he was gay?”


      I spit out the beer.


      “I’m right. Aren’t I?” Clay leaned forward.


      “How did you know?” I wiped up my mess.


      “I met the guy once when you first started dating.”


      “So?”


      “That’s all I needed.”


      “Just because you’re gay doesn’t mean you can tell if someone else is.”


      “Yes it does, and tell me. Is that what happened?”


      “In short, yes.” I sighed. It felt good to get that out, although Clay had been the one to say it.


      “What finally tipped you off?” He took a long swig of his beer.


      “He’s in love with someone else.”


      “I’m proud of you.”


      “Uh, what?”


      “For finally admitting it. For ending things before it went too far.”


      “Wasn’t getting engaged and living together too far?”


      “Evidently not.” He set down his beer. “You’re here now.”


      “Yes, here.” I took another sip of the beer.


      “But what was wrong with the job? I don’t have a guess for that one.”


      “I just snapped.”


      “Snapped how?”


      I wasn’t sure why I could open up to Clay in a way I couldn’t to my own family. Maybe it was because he was so close to family, yet not actually related to me. “I couldn’t do it anymore.” I went to law school with aspirations of helping people. Instead I was hurting them.


      “It was just a job. There are always others.”


      “You didn’t say that about the Steve thing. About there being other guys.”


      “Because you already know that, and your identity doesn’t require a partner.”


      “But my identity requires a job?”


      “Cassidy, you’ve had a job since you were seven.”


      “I have not.”


      “You have. Lemonade was too passé for you, so you sold that half iced tea, half lemonade stuff. You even charged extra for straws. In the winter you sold hot chocolate. And as soon as you could you were babysitting. Not to mention all the volunteer work you did.”


      “Those weren’t real jobs.”


      “They were jobs.” He brought his beer to his lips.


      “That doesn’t mean it’s required for my identity.”


      “Who are you Cassidy?”


      “Shut up.”


      “No, really. If I’m wrong, then answer that question.”


      “I’m me.”


      “That’s not what I’m asking.”


      “I’m single, jobless and pathetic. I have no idea what to do with myself, and I can’t stand living in my parents’ house. Not that you guys didn’t do a good job with the basement.”


      “You’re not pathetic, and you’re welcome for the upgraded basement. Nile’s learning.”


      “I need to figure out where I want to live before I find a new job.”


      “I have a job for you.”


      “A job?”


      “If you’ll stick around long enough to make it worth my while.”


      “What kind of job?”


      “I need someone to help me with my business.”


      “Your construction business? Have you seen me try to use a hammer?”


      “Yeah, I have. I don’t want you touching the tools.” His lips twisted into a smile.


      “Then what do you need?”


      “You’re the most organized person I know.”


      “And that helps…”


      “Organize the business. Get things in line. Do all the detail work I won’t take the time to do myself.”


      “And this will come with a paycheck?” I couldn’t believe I was considering his offer, but any job sounded good. Besides, maybe he really could use my help.


      “A small one, but I can give you more than that.”


      “More than a paycheck?”


      “Really want to get out of your parents’ basement?”


      “Yes, but I doubt you’re going to pay me enough to afford an apartment here.”


      “There’s a small one-bedroom apartment above my shop. I lived there until a few months ago when I bought my own place.”


      “You bought a house?” My mouth fell open in surprise. Clay had really changed. “That’s awesome.”


      “I could rent out the place eventually, but I have no problem with you staying there for now rent free. You need time to get back on your feet.”


      “Why are you being so nice to me?”


      “Because you’re a good kid.”


      “I’m not a kid.”


      “You’ll always be a kid to me.” His eyes twinkled. He’d teased me constantly when I was little, but later I understood it was all in good fun. He never had a younger sibling to tease.


      “Nile hasn’t even called.”


      “He doesn’t call anyone anymore. Well, except Melinda.”


      “I hadn’t even heard about her until I ran into Brent.” At least I knew her name now.


      “Your parents aren’t fans.”


      “I’m not sure my mother would be a fan of any girl Nile brought home.”


      “She’s right about Melinda.”


      “Yeah?” Clay was rarely opinionated about Nile’s decisions, so it was worth hearing him out.


      “She’s pulled him away from everything and everyone in his life. If it’s not her and her friends, then it’s not worth doing.”


      “And Nile’s okay with that? It doesn’t sound like him.” He’d never been the type to let someone tell him what to do.


      “He’s convinced he’s hit the jack pot with her.”


      “It’s not like he’s ever had trouble getting girls.” With his killer smile and charming personality, he’d had girls at his feet for as long as I could remember.


      “Nope. For some reason he thinks she walks on water, although I happen to disagree.”


      “Do you have a picture?” I was intrigued by who had my brother so completely wrapped around her finger.


      “No.”


      “Fine.” I took a small sip of beer.


      “I don’t routinely take photos of the bitch my best friend is dating.”


      “Wow.” I leaned back in my chair.


      “What?”


      “You called her a bitch. You don’t curse much.”


      He took another swig of his beer. “Well, she warrants it. I’m sure she’ll treat you like crap too.”


      “You think Nile is going to let his girlfriend treat me badly?” He wasn’t perfect, but he was usually pretty protective of me. I couldn’t imagine him letting someone treat me badly.


      “The old Nile, no. This Nile, yes. He’s been rude to your mom, which is insane.”


      “Hmm, I can’t believe she didn’t tell me.” No wonder she was asking me to talk to Nile. He’d dated some less than fantastic girls, but no one who was openly rude to our family. Something was up.


      “Why do you think the basement isn’t finished?”


      “Melinda wouldn’t give him the time?”


      He shook his head. “Nope.”


      “I need to talk to him.” I regretted how long I’d let it go without calling.


      “Good luck with that.” He leaned back in his chair.


      “Sounds like I’ll need it.”


      “So what about the job? You going to take it?”


      “If it’s going to get me out of the basement? Yes.” I couldn’t think of a single reason to say no, and that was a good enough reason to say yes.


      “Great.”


      “Oh, one thing.”


      “Yes?” He sat up with a worried expression on his face.


      “I need to bring my cat.”


      “You hate cats.” He knew my aversion to felines. I was okay with dogs, but cats had never been my thing.


      “I do, but I have one.”


      “Steve?”


      “He gave him to me, so now the cat’s mine.”


      Clay laughed. “Cats are fine. I love cats.”


      “I know. Maybe you can help me understand this one.”


      “Cats aren’t meant to be understood. They’re meant to be admired.”


      “Well, you can admire Fluffy all you want.”


      “You named a male cat Fluffy?”


      “Yeah. He’s got fluffy white fur like the ones they always have on the cat food commercials.”


      “And you wonder why he hates you?”


      “That’s not what he hates me.” I crossed my arms.


      “So he’s really fluffy?”


      “Very. I bet he’d be great at snuggling, but yeah, he doesn’t do that.”


      “Well, you and Fluffy are welcome to move in anytime. And we can do all the paperwork for you to start working. By we, I of course mean you can fill it out.”


      I laughed. “I hope you don’t trust all of your employees to do that themselves.”


      “I hire out for someone else to do the paperwork for those jobs. Or I did. Maybe you can save me money by doing them.”


      I shrugged. “I’m not an expert, but I can look at your set up.”


      “You’re excited.”


      “Am I?” I leaned an elbow on the table. I was relieved to be moving out of my parents’ basement at least.


      “You are. See, having a job is ingrained in you.” He picked up his beer and tapped it against mine. “There’s that smile.”


      I laughed. “You had better be a good landlord.”


      “And a good boss. Don’t forget that detail.”


      “Maybe that’s getting into bed on too many things.”


      “Nah, we won’t kill each other.” He smiled.


      “Thanks.”


      “No problem. Hopefully this works for both of us.”


      “I hope so.” My expectations weren’t high, which boded well for not being disappointed.


      “So uh, what’s with you and Brent?” He nodded to where he sat with the girl who had waved earlier.


      “I don’t know anyone here anymore.”


      “He’s not a bad guy, but don’t send mixed signals.”


      “Oh yeah. I know.” I’d already worried about that.


      “He’s been watching us this whole time.”


      “Then what do I do?”


      He put an arm around me. “Pretend to be madly in love with me.”


      “He knows you’re gay.”


      “Like that’s stopped you before.”


      I pushed his arm. “Stop.”


      “What?” He grinned.


      I sighed. “Might as well say goodnight.”


      “You haven’t finished your beer.”


      “I need to drive home, so half a beer is all I need.”


      “You’ve had two sips.”


      “They were really good sips.”


      “Drive safe, Cass.” He patted my shoulder. “I’ll call you about setting up a time to get you the keys and everything.”


      “Thanks. I appreciate all this.”


      “It’s nothing.” He disappeared into the bar.


      I walked toward where Brent was seated and noticed he was deep in conversation with the girl. I wasn’t going to get in the way of that, so I headed out to my car and shot a text over to Brent on my way. Didn’t want to interrupt you. Nice to see you.


      I got in my car and made the short drive back to my parents’ house.


      I heard a text notification and assumed it was Brent replying. I waited until I was back home to check my phone.


      Sorry I rain checked on you. We’ll get that tape fixed.


      Leo. I smiled. I get it. Sometimes we all need to be a little bit mysterious.


      Mysterious, but not rude. Was I rude?


      You were doing me a favor.


      I was. I forgot about that part. I guess that means I’m off the hook.


      I sunk down on my bed. Maybe, but you did promise a rain check.


      You still want one?


      Why do you sound surprised?


      How would you know how I sounded?


      Good point. This could be easier if we talked on the phone.


      My phone rang, and I picked up right away. “That didn’t take long.”


      “Despite what I said, I still feel bad about earlier.”


      “Don’t.” I leaned back against my pillows.


      “How was the rest of your evening?”


      “I got a job.”


      “Nice. That was fast.”


      “To be fair I got it from an old friend.” I heard shuffling in the background. I wasn’t sure what he was doing.


      “Old friend, as in code for an ex-boyfriend, or really an old friend?”


      “My older brother’s best friend.”


      “That doesn’t answer the ex-boyfriend question.”


      “He’s not, but why would that matter?” I wondered if he actually cared or if he was just trying to prolong the conversation.


      “Because then taking the job would be a bad idea.”


      “But if we haven’t had sex it’s fine?”


      “Less complicated, and less likely the offer comes with strings.”


      “You’re kind of savvy on this stuff.” Was he a know-it-all, or did it come from experience? He was more opinionated on the subject than I would have been.


      “I like to think I am.”


      “You never answered my question from earlier.” I rolled over onto my side to get more comfortable.


      “Which question was that?”


      “The ‘are you single’ one.”


      “I’ll take a page out of your book. Would it matter if I was?”


      I didn’t hesitate with my answer. “Yes.”


      “Oh, this I want to hear.”


      “If you’re in a committed relationship you shouldn’t be talking to me right now.” And I wanted to be talking to him.


      “Why not? Is anything about this conversation inappropriate?”


      “Not inappropriate, but I wouldn’t want a guy I was with having it with anyone but me.” And if I felt that way, I couldn’t be the only one.


      “Would you hang up on me if I wasn’t single?”


      “Maybe.” I probably wouldn’t hang up, but I would end the call quickly.


      “Good thing I am then.”


      “Single?”


      “Yes. That seems to be what you’re obsessing about.”


      “I’m not obsessing. I’m merely making sure I’m not entering into someone else’s territory.”


      He chuckled. “Territory, huh? You take one drive with a girl, and she’s already moving in.”


      “Good night, Leo.”


      “Hey, not fair. I answered your question.”


      “It kind of sounds like you want to stay on the phone with me.”


      “And what if I did?” There was a challenge in his voice.


      “I’d wonder why? You were too busy to have dinner with me, yet you want to talk?” I liked hearing from him, but I wanted to understand him better.


      “I had to take care of something.”


      “What kind of something?”


      “I wasn’t visiting a lover. We’ve already established that, so let’s move on.”


      “What are we moving on to exactly?” I rolled to my other side and switched the phone to my left ear. It was never as comfortable on that side, but I liked to change it up.


      “How about planning where you’ll take me to dinner tomorrow?”


      “Tomorrow? I wasn’t aware that when you rain check you get to schedule the make-up.”


      “Are you busy tomorrow night?”


      “Not that I know of.” And there I went revealing how boring my life was.


      He laughed. “Want to meet at Vino’s Pizza at six?”


      “Vino’s?”


      “If you’re treating, I don’t want to stretch you too thin.”


      “I’m game. Love their pizza.”


      “Great. I’ll see you at six tomorrow, then?”


      “Yeah. I’ll see you then.” I hung up unsure of whether I’d just lined up my first post-Steve date.
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      I checked my reflection in the mirror. I didn’t look amazing, but it worked. If I put in any more effort, my mom would start doubting my whole ‘he’s just a friend’ talk. Although she hadn’t said anything, she was still half expecting Steve to show up and beg for me back. I was too embarrassed to admit the truth. Too embarrassed and too angry at myself.


      “You look cute.” Mom looked me over when I walked into the kitchen.


      “Thanks.” I glanced down at my sundress. “I thought I’d make some effort.”


      “Who’s this effort for again?”


      “A friend.” I headed for the door before she could ask more questions. It was like I was a teenager again trying to sneak out. Well, except I only snuck out once as a teenager.


      “When will you be home?” She stopped me near the front door.


      “Not too late.” I couldn’t imagine our dinner taking too long.


      “If it’s very late, call please.”


      “Really?” I let out a deep breath.


      “Yes, really.”


      “I’m moving out tomorrow.” I’d shared my plans with my mom, and she hadn’t said much.


      “You sure you want to?”


      “Yes. You guys don’t want me in your basement forever.” And I didn’t want to be there either. I was feeling down on myself already. Being in my parent’s house made it worse.


      “I mean take the job with Clay? Don’t you want to use your degree?” She picked at her nail again.


      “I’ve used it, and I need a break.” And I wasn’t going to use it again unless I could use it for something good.


      “Well, at least you’ll be making some money and you will have something else for your resume.”


      “Exactly.” I kissed her on the cheek. “See you later.”


      “Have fun.”


      “Thanks.” I waved on my way out the door.


      I slipped into my car and took a slow ride over to the same shopping center that housed Mr. Cheapos. I was starting to spend more and more time there. I didn’t want to seem obsessive, so I parked in front of Vino’s instead of the record store.


      I checked the clock. I was two minutes early. I stayed in the car. I didn’t want to be that girl waiting for the guy. It screamed over eager and wasn’t what I was going for on this whatever it was. It wasn’t a date exactly, but it was something.


      Finally, at exactly six I got out. I still didn’t see Leo, but I decided to walk inside.


      Leo stood up from his seat on a bench just inside the door. “Hey.” He smiled, and my chest clenched a little. His smile had a physical effect on me, and that left me both scared and excited.


      “Hey, when did you get here?”


      “I walked down here about ten minutes ago. You seem to be an early bird, and I didn’t want to leave you waiting. I closed up early.”


      “Oh, thanks.” Maybe my waiting in the car game had been a little ridiculous after all.


      He glanced at his watch. “But you are exactly on time.”


      “Yeah, I guess I am.” No reason to tell him I’d been hiding out in my car.


      “Want to do a booth or table?”


      “Booth.” It was more comfortable that way.


      “Good choice.”


      Vino’s was one of those places where you seated yourself, so we did just that.


      I slid into one side of a corner booth, and he sat across from me. I picked up the menu from the side. “Do you want to share a pizza or do separate slices?”


      “You look really pretty tonight.”


      “Oh.” I put down the menu. “Thanks.”


      “I like that color on you.” He leaned an elbow on the table.


      “Blue?”


      “Yeah. It looks really good.”


      “Thanks.” I smiled. His compliment had been a random conversation change, but it was a welcome one.


      “And if we can decide on the same toppings I say we share.”


      “Oh, the pressure is on.” I glanced back at the menu even though I already knew exactly what toppings I wanted.


      “And no pretending you like something you don’t.”


      I glanced up from the menu. “You really think I’m going to do that?”


      “No, but you never know.”


      I shot out my absolute favorite to make my point. “Mushrooms.”


      “And Italian sausage.”


      “Wait. You like those together?” Was I not the only one?


      “I do.”


      “Ok, we’re sharing.” I set aside the menu.


      “That was kind of easy.”


      “Very.”


      “Before you ask, I haven’t heard from Phil.” He returned my discarded menu to the side.


      “I didn’t ask on the phone, so why would I be asking now?”


      “I saw it in your eyes.”


      “I knew it might take more than twenty-four hours.”


      “Are you ready to tell me what’s on that tape?” He leaned forward over the table.


      “Are you ready to tell me whose house I dropped you off at?”


      “That’s completely different.”


      “Is it?” I pressed.


      “Yes.” He stood up. “I’ll go place our order. Want anything to drink?”


      “Just water.”


      “Ok. Easy again.” He walked back to the front. Things had changed. The last time I’d been in Vinos’s there’d been waiters, but that had been at least three years before.


      I read the advertisements on the paper placemat in front of me. They were the same personal injury lawyers and real estate agencies that seemed to always advertise on those things.


      Leo walked back and set two waters down on the table.


      “Thanks.”


      “No problem.” He slid back into his spot across from me.


      “I’m moving tomorrow.”


      He opened his straw. “Where?”


      “Remember that job I mentioned?”


      “Yes. The one you got from an old friend.” He sipped his water.


      “It came with housing.”


      “Oh geez.” He shook his head. “I should have known.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “When I asked whether it was an ex, I should have asked whether it was someone who wanted to sleep with you.” He leaned back.


      “He doesn’t want to sleep with me.”


      “You sure?”


      “He’s gay. No question there.”


      “Ok… so the housing isn’t with him?” His face relaxed.


      “You care?”


      “I don’t like to watch people make mistakes.”


      “And you assume I’m making a mistake?” I opened my straw and tried not to let his words offend me.


      “You are the girl who trusted a guy she barely knew.”


      “And you were the guy who told me you weren’t a psycho.”


      “I’m not.”


      “Well, clearly I’m not moving in with the old friend, so we can move on.” I tied knots in my straw wrapper.


      “Need some help?”


      “Help with what?” I wrinkled my brow.


      “Moving. You know, moving your stuff?”


      “I have almost nothing. I left most of my things back in Philadelphia.”


      “You were in Philadelphia?” He asked with interest.


      “You already knew that. We talked about my PA plate.”


      “Yeah, but that was just the state.”


      “Why does Philadelphia matter?”


      “I lived there for a few years.” He spoke so casually, but he was opening himself up for a whole lot more questions.


      “Oh.”


      “Too bad we never ran into one another. Then we could pretend this is serendipity.” His eyes twinkled.


      “Pretend? Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?”


      “Do you really believe in all that?” He watched me carefully. “That there is anything in the world resembling destiny or fate?”


      “No.” I shook my head. “But I wish I did.”


      “You and me both.” He sipped his water.


      I sat there watching him the way he’d watched me. There was more behind his eyes than I’d originally noticed. “You’re sad.” I spoke my thoughts out loud without really considering how advisable that was.


      “I’m sad?”


      “Yes. It’s almost overwhelming.”


      “Then why are you sitting with me?”


      “Because you are interesting. There are far less interesting people around than you’d think.”


      “What about me is interesting? I work at a used record store. When coming up with a restaurant I picked an old pizza place. I’d say you should think I’m anything but interesting.”


      “But you’re forgetting the fact that you have a friend who works on old 90s gear out of a garage, you had me drop you off at a mysterious house, and you have a different view on human nature.”


      “Isn’t it funny how different something can be depending on the spin?” He spun his glass around as though to prove his point.


      “It is. I’m sure you can paint me in two different ways.”


      “Oh, I definitely can. Should we start with the obsessive girl who wants to fix an old mix tape so badly she risks her life? Or the cool one who’s so dedicated to fixing things she’ll do whatever it takes. She’s sexy in a daring sort of way and has great taste in pizza toppings.”


      “Sexy in a daring sort of way?” I liked the way he said sexy. It rolled off his tongue far more naturally than it rolled off my own.


      “Of course you’d fixate on the sexy part.”


      I was prevented from responding by the arrival of the pizza.


      “Thanks.” Leo nodded at the server.


      “Thank you.” I accepted the two plates and put them down in front of each of us.


      Leo cut a slice and served one to me right away.


      “Thank you.”


      “My pleasure. Thanks for the company.”


      “I’m the one who’s supposed to be thanking you. Which, wait. You ordered, so you probably paid already.” I reached for my wallet.


      “It’s on me.”


      “Why?”


      “Because I haven’t had the opportunity to take a girl out for dinner in a while. Let me have it.”


      “And you get to do it for a sexy, dangerous girl.” I curled the slice of pizza in my hand and took a bite. Delicious.


      “You haven’t had a slice of New York pizza in a while.”


      “That obvious?” I went in for a second bite of the cheesy goodness. The crust was perfectly crisp. I’d have to make visits to Vino’s more frequent.


      “Your face gave you away.”


      “Why haven’t you taken other girls out lately?”


      He took a bite and set his slice down. “Are you always this forward?”


      “You’re forward too.”


      “Not usually, but you bring that out in me.”


      I took another satisfying bite of pizza before answering. “Is that a good thing?”


      “Maybe.”


      “And you’re doing it again. Avoiding my question.”


      “Why do you care about my dating life? The only reason you’d care is if you wanted to date me, and we both know that’s not what this is.”


      “Then what is it?” I couldn’t ignore the uncomfortable feeling in my chest his words created. I knew this wasn’t what one would classically define as a date, but hadn’t he been the one to talk about taking a girl out?


      “I haven’t figured that out yet.”


      “A dinner between friends?”


      “But we’re not friends really.”


      “We’re heading in that direction.” Otherwise why were we eating pizza together?


      “Is there a three hangout rule with friendship too?”


      “If so, we are there.” I’d seen him twice at the store and twice out of it.


      “You’re counting the visits to the store?”


      “Of course. They were lots of fun.”


      “I’ll give you the drive to see Phil. And this counts. I still think we need one more after this to make it three.”


      “Ok, so when and where? I’m anxious to hit friend status.” I was only half teasing. I wanted to be Leo’s friend. For whatever reason, I enjoyed his company.


      He smiled. “Maybe we can plan something after you move in.”


      “Or maybe we’ll get to pick up the tape tomorrow?”


      He shook his head. “I can’t do it tomorrow.”


      “But you offered to help me move.”


      “Yeah, and I just realized I can’t. Good thing you don’t need the help.” He took another two bites of pizza.


      “You’re weird.”


      He polished off his first slice. “I thought I was interesting.”


      “Right now you’re being weird.”


      “It’s called mysterious. Remember?” He helped himself to a second slice of pizza.


      “I’m holding you to the third hang out. It’s going to bother me to be so close to the friend level but not make it.”


      “You are the type that likes to finish things.”


      “I am.” I would stay up all night to finish a jigsaw puzzle even when everyone else gave up on it.


      “Then you better get moving on the pizza.”


      “There’s no way I’m finishing my half.” The pizza was a full 18” pie. It wasn’t happening.


      “Then it won’t be finished.”


      “I can finish it tomorrow. In my new place.” Maybe then there’d be something in the fridge. I hadn’t made it to the store yet. All I had was a handful of things I took from my parents’ pantry.


      “I’ll give you that.”


      “How generous.”


      “So tell me more about this job.” He put another slice on my plate even though I didn’t need it yet.


      “It’s doing some clerical and organizational work for a construction company.”


      “Sounds like it will keep you busy.”


      “It will, which is good. I think.”


      “Now there’s some confidence.”


      “Is it bad if someone thinks your identity is tied to having a job?”


      “Who thinks that?”


      “The old friend.” Clay had been adamant about it, and it bothered me more than I liked.


      “Well, what do you think?”


      “I think I like to be employed.”


      “But is it because you like having money or because you like having a particular job?”


      “I guess it’s the first thing I use to define myself.”


      “It’s not how you defined yourself to me.”


      “That’s true, but I was being the ‘obsessed with a tape’ girl.” I smiled as I repeated his assessment.


      “Still you. You didn’t tell me what you used to do for a living until I dragged it out of you.”


      “Because I’m out of a job. If you’d met me last week I would have told you.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Ok… maybe not right off.”


      “Wanting to feel accomplished and that you’re doing ‘your part’ so to speak isn’t a bad thing. It’s your thing.”


      “How do you manage to spin everything positive?” I tied knots in the straw wrapper again.


      “It’s easy to do for everyone but myself.” He looked down at the table.


      “For yourself, you stay mysterious.” Despite how frustrating it was, I was willing to put up with it for the time being.


      “I’m not mysterious to myself.”


      “If I make it to friend territory, are you going to fill me in on some details?”


      “I don’t know, should I?”


      “I can fill you in on more of mine.” It would be worth it to know more about him.


      “What more is there to know?”


      “Lots. Maybe we can work something out. Once we’re friends that is.” I smiled.


      “We’ll see how the third test goes.”


      “Tests? Now there are tests?” I set down the slice of pizza I’d just picked up.


      “Aren’t they for me too? Isn’t that how all early encounters are? We size people up and decide if they’re worth allowing into our lives.”


      I thought about what he was implying. Did I test people? Absolutely. “I’m glad I’ve passed your tests so far.” Leo had my attention, and I wanted to get to know him better.


      “I’m not sure why.”


      “Should I be offended by that statement?” I seemed to frequently have trouble discerning his offhand comments from insults.


      “No. It’s more that I don’t generally expend the energy to get to know people anymore. You seem worth it.”


      “Glad to hear it.”


      “Are you in a rush to get home?” He ate another bite of pizza.


      “No. I have nothing going on.” There was no reason to pretend otherwise. He already understood how pathetic my life was at the moment.


      “Want to go for a walk?”


      “A walk?” That wasn’t the question I was expecting.


      “Yeah, but do you mind doing a short drive first?”


      “No, but what was all that about a walk?”


      “The walk I want to take will require a short drive.” He took a long sip of water from the side of his glass.


      “And is this walk safe?”


      “Does that matter?”


      “Not really.” I took a bite of my second slice.


      “Take your time. Neither of us are in a rush.”


      “But it’s going to get dark soon.” I didn’t care if I sounded like a worrier. I was one.


      “And we want to be there right before dark.”


      “Remember, no being a psycho.” I had a dark sense of humor he seemed to share.


      “Let’s go with the assumption that’s always the rule. If you’re considering me for friend status, it should be a given.”


      “I won’t be a psycho either.”


      “Thanks for clarifying the rule went both ways.”


      I laughed before finishing the pizza. Afterward, I tossed down some cash on the table as a tip before he could do it himself.


      He shook his head, but otherwise said nothing. We walked out to my car forgetting all about bringing home the leftover pizza. “I hope you don’t mind driving.”


      “Not at all. I guess I’ll drop you off here to get your car.”


      “I actually have my bike.”


      “As in motorcycle?”


      He shook his head. “As in bicycle.”


      “Oh.” I felt some relief. After dating one guy who was more into his motorcycle than me, I wasn’t a fan of guys who rode them, and I wanted to be a fan of Leo. “You can put that in the rack.” I pointed to the bicycle rack I’d spent hours installing the year before.


      “Yeah, I was going to suggest that.”


      “Do you bike to work every day?”


      “I don’t have a car right now, so yes.”


      “That’s cool.”


      “It’s cool that I don’t have a car?”


      “No, it’s cool that you bike to work.” Either I was putting my foot in my mouth, or he liked to be argumentative. “I tried that once. I showed up at work so sweaty I had to go home and change.” It had been humiliating. My blouse looked like I’d been caught in the rain.


      He headed in the direction of the record store, and I followed. “But that’s because you had to dress up for work. I wear this.” He gestured to his worn jeans.


      I looked him over. He made jeans and a t-shirt look way better than I ever did. His shirt was fitted enough to give a hint of the muscles underneath, but not in that in your face sort of way.


      We walked back around to the other side of the shopping center. I waited while he unlocked his Trek bike, and we silently walked it back toward my car. He quickly attached it to the rack, and we got in.


      “Where am I driving to?” I idled right before the exit.


      “Turn right at the light.”


      “You’re not telling me?” I was hit by a jolt of excitement mixed with nerves.


      “It’s a surprise.”


      “A good surprise?” I wasn’t necessarily a surprise person.


      “Do you think I’m going to purposely surprise you with something bad?”


      “Maybe not purposely.” Now accidently, sure. That happened more often than not. Maybe it was my own fault for setting unrealistic expectations.


      I followed his directions until we reached a dead end on a small side street. I pulled up along the curb and looked into the dense woods a few feet from where we were. “What are we doing here?”


      “Going for our walk.”


      “Ok…” Despite my apprehension, I got out and locked the door. There had to be a reason he’d taken us there.


      “You coming?” He crossed the grass next to the curb and entered the tree line.


      “Um, where are we going?”


      “I told you, it’s a surprise.”


      “And you’re taking me into the woods right as it gets dark.” I glanced back toward where my car waited.


      “And I told you the timing will make it better.”


      “You better be right.” I glanced down at my flip flops. Had I known we were going for a hike I would have dressed more appropriately. That’s what I got for trying to look nice.


      He moved further into the woods, and I followed against my better judgment. I wasn’t against spending time in nature, but I’d have preferred to have done it in the middle of the day, not around dusk.


      We were walking alongside a tall chain link fence. It had to have been at least 12.’ He came to a sudden stop. “You know how to climb these?”


      “Uh, why would we need to climb a chain-link fence?”


      “I’ll take that as a no. There’s another way.” He continued on.


      “Come on, where is this place?”


      “We’re so close, I’m not ruining the surprise now.”


      “If you say so.” I noticed a worn white ‘No Trespassing’ sign. I started to second guess my decision to follow Leo.


      He stopped again, and this time he held up a piece of chain link that had been cut. Clearly Leo wasn’t the first to sneak into this place. “You’re going to have to get close to the ground.”


      “Seriously?” I looked at the small space I’d have to slide under. Even if I crouched down I’d end up getting dirty.


      He nodded. “Yes.”


      “I shouldn’t be doing this.” Trespassing wasn’t something a twenty-seven-year-old attorney was supposed to do.


      “Do it, and it will count as our third friend hang out.” He quirked a smile.


      “Do you realize how weird it is you’re using that to convince me to trespass?”


      “Not any weirder than wanting to become my friend inducing you to do it.”


      “You had better be a really good friend.” I bent down and carefully made my way under the fencing.


      “Aren’t I proving that now? Pressuring you to break the law?”


      I laughed, as I managed to squeeze through the small space. I expected him to follow, but instead he climbed the fence and jumped down next to me. “Show off.”


      “I have had practice.”


      “Ok, we’re in. Now tell me where we are.” Part of the where was obvious. We were still in the woods, but I wasn’t sure what the giant fence was for.


      “You need patience.” He started walking down a steep slope further into the woods. We weren’t on a path, but the ground was well worn from other people taking the same route.


      “I have patience.” I followed right behind him.


      “Then use it right now.”


      “Fine.” I carefully made my way down the slope. Despite being careful, I still managed to slip, but before I could fall Leo caught my arm and steadied me. His touch sent a wave of warmth through me.


      “Maybe I should hold your hand until we get there.” He entwined his hand with mine.


      I smiled. “Maybe.” I couldn’t ignore the jolt of warmth that came from the contact, but more important was I had no idea where we were and exactly whose property we were trespassing on.


      “We’re almost there.”


      “Ok, if you say so.” I followed along beside him, glad he’d slowed his pace.


      “Close your eyes.”


      “Uh, what?”


      “Close your eyes.”


      I thought about it. I’d already come this far. I closed my eyes. “I’m trusting you.”


      “As you should. We’re almost at friend status.”


      I concentrated on the feel of his hand and the feel of the rocks beneath my flip flops as we continued down the path. I was close to giving up and opening my eyes when he let go of my hand.


      “Okay, open them.”


      I blinked a few times. We were standing in front of tranquil blue water that reflected the surrounding autumn foliage. “It’s beautiful.”


      “I told you it was worth coming.”


      “Where are we?” I stared out at the pond.


      “The park.”


      There was only one park in this part of town. “Wait, this is the state park? Why didn’t we just park in the lot?”


      “It closes at dusk, and the point of coming is to watch the sunset. They close the lot right when the sun goes down.” He sat down on the grass next to the pond. “Hope you don’t mind getting dirty.”


      “I’m already dirty.”


      “Look at that, focusing on the bright side.”


      I sat down next to him before deciding to get the full effect and lean back. He did the same thing.


      “I haven’t been in this park in years.” I’d barely been home in years. All my trips had been short and for holidays or other special occasions.


      “You came as a kid?” He shifted slightly closer.


      “With my brother.” He went to get away from everything, and when I was lucky he let me tag along.


      “Where’s he at now?”


      “He’s around. I haven’t seen him in months.”


      “Really?”


      “I thought he was annoyed at me, but I’ve been told it’s his girlfriend.” I needed to meet Melinda. I wanted to make my own assessment of her.


      “He should ditch the girlfriend.”


      “I haven’t met her, but I agree.” I looked out at the pond again. “Do you come here a lot?”


      “Sometimes when I need a reminder.”


      “A reminder of what?” I turned my head to the side to look at him.


      “There’s still beauty in the world.”


      I could have pushed him. I could have asked why he needed the reminder at all, but I didn’t. I said nothing and watched as the sun began its slow gradual descent.


      We lay there in silence, inches from each other, but miles apart in how little we knew each other. Yet it didn’t matter. We were sharing that moment, and somehow for the first time in years I felt something other than alone.


      I watched intently as the sun slowly disappeared behind the trees. I was glad we weren’t running back to the lot.


      When we were left in darkness aside from the moon, I leaned up on my elbows. “I guess we should go.”


      “I guess so.” He sat up. “We should do this again sometime.”


      “I agree. Sometimes I need the reminder too.” I stood and brushed some leaves off of my dress.


      He took my hand as we headed back up the slope. Maybe he was doing it because it was dark or because I was wearing flip flops, but I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know. It was nicer to pretend he was doing it because he wanted to. Because he enjoyed the touch as much as I did.


      I made my way up the path. I wasn’t in a rush, and he didn’t seem to be either. “Does this mean we’re friends now?”


      “Yeah, I guess it does.”


      “Good.” I looked away when I smiled.


      “I’ll try not to make you do too many more illegal things.”


      “If they are things like this, I’m game.” I’d needed it. I needed to remember there was more to life than what was right in front of me.


      “All right.” He stopped, and I watched him in the light of the moon. “I have a new spin on you.”


      “Oh yeah?”


      “You’re adventurous when you want to be, as long as it’s for a reason. It’s why you’re trusting me. It all started with the tape.”


      “I like that spin.”


      “Good.” He started walking, and I kept pace beside him.


      He moved slowly and slipped under the fence, holding the broken piece up for me. I was in such a good mood I didn’t mind this time.


      “This was fun.” He smiled and walked around to the back of my car.


      “Where are you going?”


      “To get my bike.”


      “I’ll drop you off at home. It’s late.” I knew I sounded over protective, but I didn’t care.


      “I can make my way home, but I appreciate the concern.”


      “I’m in no rush to sit in the basement. I can manage.”


      “You sure?” He walked back toward the front of the car.


      I’d won. “Absolutely.”


      I got in before he could change his mind.


      He took his seat. “I live off of Parnell road.”


      “Oh, that’s really close to my parents.”


      “Nice. I guess I won’t be too far out of the way then.”


      “It won’t require scaling any fences though?”


      “Nope. No more fences tonight.”


      “Great.”


      We chatted about nothing of consequence as I drove slowly toward his place. I rolled the windows down, taking advantage of the cool yet refreshing weather before it became too cold.


      He directed me toward a wide street with sidewalks. “I’m the third driveway on the left.”


      I followed his instructions and pulled into a long concrete driveway lined with brick. “Nice place.”


      “I live over there.” He pointed to a detached garage. There was a staircase on the side of it that I assumed led to an apartment.


      “Oh cool. How are the landlords?”


      “It’s my brother and his wife. They’re decent.” He smiled.


      “Nice.”


      “Thanks for the ride.” He reached for the latch.


      “Thanks for dinner and the sunset.”


      “I do what I can.” He got out and closed the door.


      I waved as he wheeled his bike toward the garage. For a non-date, the night had been rather memorable.
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      The move was uneventful. Fluffy was the only one who seemed to have a problem with it. You’d have thought giving him a place with large windows would make him happy, but he meowed like crazy for the first few hours.


      Maybe it was too many moves at once. In my attempt to bond with the cat I’d read quite a few books about cat care. Nothing had helped me with Fluffy, but I did learn cats don’t enjoy new places. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to move again anytime soon.


      Clay had enough basic furniture to hold me over, and considering I wasn’t sure how long I was staying, I figured I could do without whatever was missing.


      I took my time unpacking my clothes, enjoying how little I’d brought with me. It made the small closet seem huge. At some point I’d probably have to go back for my stuff—or text Steve and ask him to send it to me. Funny how I’d lived with the guy for almost a year and now even a virtual contact seemed strange. I hadn’t expected him to call, but a small part of me expected him to check in on me.


      Underneath our messy relationship was a friendship. It’s where we started in the first place. But I hadn’t checked on him either. Whether his actions and desires were the cause for the break-up or not, I’d been the one to initiate the termination. Somehow I even managed to make a relationship breakup sound technical.


      I pushed away thoughts of Steve as I put away my shoes. I only had a few pairs with me, but they were my favorites apart from the boots I’d need when the weather got colder.


      I shut the closet door and walked into the kitchen. Thankfully my parents had lent me some extra kitchen stuff, and I had a glass to fill with water. I’d left all my kitchen things with Steve. It was old and all from law school so I didn’t particularly care whether I ever got those items back.


      I was still in the kitchen when I heard a knock on the door. I opened it without checking to see who it was.


      “Hey, sis.” Nile stood in the doorway with a huge grin on his face.


      “Nile, hey!” I pulled him into a hug. Surprised or not, it was nice to see my big brother.


      “Nice to see you too.” He broke the hug. “So you’re staying in Clay’s old place, huh?”


      “I’m paying rent through work.” I studied Nile in his khakis and collared shirt. He’d finally traded in his band shirts.


      “Yes, work. Not sure why he’s trusting you to touch his business,” Nile teased.


      “Yeah, well, I guess he took pity on me.”


      “No one is ever going to take pity on you, Cassidy.” His words were light, but there was a slight edge to it.


      “I hope there is a compliment buried in there.”


      “There is.”


      “Come on in.” I gestured for him to come inside.


      He walked in and closed the door behind him before settling down on the one old couch in the room. He made himself at home like he’d been there a million times. He probably had. “There’s nothing about you to pity. You wanted to make changes, and you’re making them.”


      “I wish Mom and Dad saw it that way.”


      “They’re our parents. They’re always going to second guess our decisions.” He pulled out his phone and checked the screen before pocketing it again.


      “What decisions of yours are they second guessing?”


      “They don’t want me proposing to Melinda.” His expression darkened.


      “Proposing.” I coughed. “I had no clue you were that serious. You never even told me about her.”


      “It’s only been three months, but they’ve been the best months of my life. I can’t even begin to explain how incredible she is.” His face lit up.


      “Three months? Isn’t that a little fast?”


      “You waited like two years with Steve, and it didn’t help. It’s not about time when it’s the right relationship.”


      I ignored the sting of his words. I was prepared to respond when he continued.


      “You’ll find someone one day too. You’re young.”


      “I’m not worried.”


      “I can’t wait to introduce you to her.” He quickly turned the conversation back to himself.


      “Yeah, I’m excited to meet her.” I tried to muster enthusiasm despite what Clay had told me. “When can I?”


      “Not until we get back from visiting some friends. We’re going up to Vermont.”


      “Which friends?”


      “Some of her college friends.”


      “Oh. Cool.” I tried to hide my reaction. Clay had warned me that he only hung out with her friends.


      “Which reminds me. It’s part of why I’m here.”


      “You don’t need me to dog sit, do you?” Fluffy and a dog probably wasn’t going to go over well in my tiny apartment.


      “No. Clay is doing that. But do you still listen to the Pumpkins?”


      “The Smashing Pumpkins?”


      “Who else would I be talking about?”


      “I was just checking.”


      “I have two tickets to their show at Jones Beach on Friday. Want them?”


      “You’re willingly giving up tickets to see the Smashing Pumpkins?” Nile was a giant fan.


      “We’re going to be away. I don’t have a choice.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets.


      “I’ll take a ticket.”


      “One? You can’t take only one. What am I going to do with the second?”


      “Fine, I’ll take them both.” I had one person in mind to offer the second to.


      “Have fun for my sake.” He handed me the printed out tickets.


      “I will.”


      He started toward the door.


      “Wait, you aren’t leaving yet. Are you?” I didn’t hide the disappointment in my voice. After months, he was giving me a total of five minutes of his time?


      “I have to. Melinda is going to be pissed. I told her I’d meet her at the mall to do some shopping before we left.”


      “Shopping? The mall? You don’t magically combust when you go in there anymore?”


      “I need clothes. They sell them there.” He smirked.


      “You usually make mom get you stuff or you order online.”


      “It’s different with Melinda.”


      “I bet.” I rolled my eyes.


      He didn’t catch my sarcasm. “It’s really different.”


      “Then go meet her.” I tried to sound convincing. “I appreciate the tickets.”


      He hugged me. “I promise we’ll catch up for real when I get back.”


      “It’s fine. I’ll be busy with work anyway.”


      “Good. You like working. You’re a weirdo like that.”


      “You’re the weirdo.”


      “Have fun. Those are good seats.” He pointed at the paper in my hands.


      “I know. I’ll enjoy it.”


      “Find someone to go with. Concerts suck alone.” He walked to the door. “And stop by and see Mom. She’s worried about you.”


      “Yeah, I know. She’s always worried.”


      “Exactly. If she wasn’t, I’d be worried, but that doesn’t change anything. Go see her. I’ll see you soon.” He walked right back out the door.


      I stared at the sheet of paper in my hands. I hadn’t gone to see a real show in ages. Years. The upside was this was a show where I probably wouldn’t be the oldest one there. I assumed they brought in mostly the nostalgia crowd. Nile was right about one thing. Concerts did suck when you went alone. I learned that the hard way in college. Hopefully now that we were officially friends, it wouldn’t be too hard to convince Leo to go. Otherwise I’d be forcing Clay. I’d never heard back from Brent, and I wasn’t pushing anything in that department. Sending mixed signals was never a good thing.


      I retied my pony tail and changed into a fresh t-shirt before heading back over to the record store. I knew he didn’t really care what I looked like, but showing up super sweaty didn’t sound appealing.


      The drive to the record store was a few minutes longer from my new place, but it didn’t take too long. I parked in my now usual spot the second row back from the store. I locked the car and headed inside.


      I didn’t see anyone at the desk, so I decided to pick up where I left off with the CDs while I waited.


      “Hello, can I help you with something?” An unfamiliar voice called while I was making my way through the half-price section.


      I looked at a man probably in his seventies. I recognized him, and I was pretty sure he was the owner.


      “Hi. I was just looking around.” I put the CD back I was holding. “Is Leo in today?” I was suddenly regretting not calling first.


      The man’s face slowly twisted into a smile. “No. He’s off today.”


      “Oh. Ok.” I turned back to the CDs. So work wasn’t the reason he couldn’t help me move.


      “You a friend of his, or you need him for something related to the store?”


      I turned back to him. “Both. He’s helping me fix a tape, but also he’s a friend.”


      He nodded. “Ok. Well if you need anything let me know.”


      “Thanks.” I returned to the CDs hoping my face didn’t reveal how embarrassed I was to be asking for Leo.


      “He’s a good guy if you can get beneath those walls of his.”


      That got my attention and I turned back around fully. “His walls?”


      “Yes, I am sure if you haven’t hit them yet, you will eventually. But just because it’s hard doesn’t mean it’s not worth the effort.”


      “The effort to what?” I played stupid.


      “Should I tell him you stopped by?” He didn’t fall for my act.


      “No. That’s okay. Thanks.” I walked toward the door.


      “Wait. What kind of tape trouble are you having?”


      “Just a broken cassette tape. Leo has a friend who’s helping.”


      “What tape is it? I may be able to replace it for you.”


      “It’s a recorded one. Can’t be replaced.” I smiled. “But thank you.”


      His face turned solemn. “Maybe it can’t be replaced, but you can find another. I assure you of that.”


      “Yeah, not this one.”


      He shrugged and his expression softened. “Have a nice day.”


      “You too.” I walked out and back to my car. That had been a far more awkward trip to the store than I’d expected.
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      I hadn’t discussed an official start date with Clay, so I made my own. After a few moments of debate I decided to stay casual for my first day of work. I assumed he didn’t have a dress code in place, and it was already mid-afternoon. It seemed silly to dress up for a few hours of work.


      I headed down the side steps and walked around to the front entrance to the shop. I tried the door, but it was locked. I pulled out the keyring Clay had given me and tried a few keys until I found one that opened the front door. I pushed the door open and walked inside with no clue what I was going to walk into. I knew he did most of his work out of his shop, but I figured someone had to be working. I was wrong. As I wound my way through a workshop full of lumber and debris I ran into no one.


      Finally I made my way into a cluttered office in the back. Papers were scattered everywhere, including on the only two chairs in the room. I wondered if he actually invited clients in here. For his sake, I hoped not.


      Before I could get to anything real, I needed to organize. I wasn’t a neat freak, but I refused to work in a mess. I started with the papers and organized them in a nearly unused filling cabinet in the corner before moving on to the empty coffee cups and hastily written notes stuck to every surface in the office. Luckily I’d found an unopened pack of file folders to work with. A few hours later I had the place cleaned up and marginally organized.


      I didn’t want to go through his electronic files without him, plus I didn’t have any passwords or anything, so at five I left and headed upstairs to my apartment.


      I took a long shower, staying in far longer than necessary. I wrapped up in a towel and walked back to my new bedroom. When I picked up my phone I noticed a missed text from Leo.


      I heard you were looking for me.


      I considered my reply for a minute. I was.


      Do you still need me?


      Not urgently.


      If it’s about the tape, I got a call from Phil. He says he’ll have it fixed and drop it off at the shop this weekend.


      I can pick it up. I brushed out my hair.


      He wants to come sell some stuff. Was that why you came by?


      Partly. I was about to hit send on the text, but stopped. Instead I went ahead and called.


      He picked up immediately. “Hey. Needed to hear my voice?”


      “Something like that.”


      “Is everything ok?”


      “Yeah. I started my new job today.”


      “Yeah? Exciting?”


      “Very. I have another exciting thing to discuss with you.” I took a seat at end of my bed. Otherwise I was going to start pacing.


      “To discuss with me?” There was a definite note of curiosity in his voice.


      “Yes. Are you a Smashing Pumpkins fan?”


      He laughed. “You really are a 90s girl.”


      “Come on. Be serious.”


      “Yes. Or I was. I haven’t listened to them in years.”


      “Want to see a show? I have tickets. They are playing Jones Beach tomorrow night. Last show of the season.”


      “That depends.”


      “On?” I really hoped he wasn’t going to ask for both tickets. I wasn’t prepared for that kind of rejection, especially after our evening in the park the night before.


      “Whether you’re trying to get rid of the tickets or whether you’re asking me to go with you.”


      “I’m asking you to go with me.” I waited nervously.


      “Then yes.”


      I felt relief wash over me. “You really didn’t know if I was inviting you to go with me?”


      “You never know. I always ask questions before I agree to something.”


      “I probably should do that more often.” I’d gotten myself in trouble more than once for failing to do just that.


      “What time is the show?”


      “Six, so kind of early. We can grab something to eat before if you want.”


      “We’re open late tomorrow night, but Bob will let me off. Probably can’t do dinner first though.”


      “That’s fine. I’ll pick you up at work at five?”


      “Sounds good. Thanks.”


      “No problem. Thanks for agreeing to go.”


      “My pleasure.”


      “Wait.” I stopped him before he could hang up.


      “Yes?”


      “How did you know it was me looking for you? I didn’t leave my name.” That detail was bothering me.


      “How many girls come in asking about me?”


      “I wouldn’t know.”


      “Not many. Besides, you did tell him about the tape.”


      His explanation made sense. “I guess I did.”


      “I’m flattered you came in and didn’t call.”


      “Yeah well, I was bored.” I struggled to explain my actions. I’d done it for one reason; to see him.


      “Bored? It was your first day of work. And you moved. By the way how did that go?”


      I wondered what he was doing. How long had he been home? “I’m out of the basement.” I glanced out the large window that looked out over the street below.


      “Oh yeah? Actually got some windows and a view?”


      “The view of a street, but a view.”


      “How are you spending your first night?”


      “I took my first shower here.” I tightened the towel around me. I’d never gotten dressed.


      “And how was that?” His voice lilted slightly, making me wonder if he was picturing me getting out of the shower.


      “It was a shower. There was hot water and water pressure.”


      “And is that the end of your evening?”


      “I’ll find something to do.”


      “Why don’t you watch a movie or something?”


      “I don’t have any. I don’t have internet yet so I can’t stream anything.”


      “Return of the Jedi is playing at the downtown theater.” He made it sound like a question.


      “You want to see it?”


      “It’s something to do.”


      “Ok. Should I pick you up?” I wasn’t giving up the opportunity to hang out again.


      “Where are you living now?”


      “On Oak. It’s an apartment over Magiano Construction.”


      “I’ll meet you at your place, and we can walk.”


      “Ok, walking sounds good.”


      “I’ll be over in a few.”


      “Ok. See you soon.” I hung up and once again looked down at my towel. He’d said a few minutes. I probably needed to get moving.


      I threw on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt and hurriedly dried my hair. He hadn’t given a set time, but a few minutes wasn’t long. I quickly finished getting ready before packing up a purse. I looked out the window in time to see Leo riding up on his bike.


      After one last check that I had everything, I locked up and met him at the bottom of the stairs.


      “Hey. Mind if I leave this back here?” He gestured to his bike.


      “Yeah, of course.” I glanced up at the darkening sky. It was already getting dark earlier. Summer was definitely over.


      He locked up his bike around a tree. “Ready?”


      “Absolutely.” We started down the two lane road. This area of the street had no sidewalk, so we hugged the curb as we made our way toward downtown.


      “Are you a fan of Star Wars or are you just humoring me because you’re bored?”


      “I’m a fan.” Not a super fan, but a fan enough that I enjoyed watching.


      “Cool. Did you eat?”


      I thought about it. I’d forgotten that detail. “No, didn’t get that far.”


      “Want to grab something to eat first or after?”


      “Maybe after. That is if I’m still hungry after eating snacks.” The sun had almost disappeared, but the street lights hadn’t turned on yet. They were still timed to the summer sunset.


      “Are you a popcorn or candy person?” He asked as we walked along the side of the road.


      “Both.”


      He nodded. “Same.”


      “Good. We can get more variety by splitting.”


      He looked at me. “You are significantly cooler than I originally gave you credit for.”


      “I’m not sure if I should be insulted that you failed to give me credit in the beginning or flattered that I’ve somehow impressed you.”


      “The latter. I don’t give anyone credit in the beginning.”


      “At least I made it through the friend hurdles.”


      “Was it worth it?” He kicked a rock and sent it flying down ahead of us.


      “You’re saving me from a boring night, so yes.”


      “And you can’t have a boring first night in a place. It sets a bad precedent.”


      “Why do I get the sense you’re speaking from experience?”


      “Because I am.”


      “Did you enjoy your day off today?”


      “Abrupt conversation change.” He stepped closer to me as a car drove by. His shoulder brushed against mine as we walked.


      “I’m being polite. You asked about my day. Now I’m asking about yours.”


      “I did enjoy it. Always hard for them to end.” There was a sadness in his eyes that seemed bigger than finishing a day off. Every part of me wanted to press for more, but I didn’t want to ruin the mood. He was slowly opening up to me.


      “Then I guess you needed a movie night too.”


      “I guess I did.” His hand brushed against mine. He hadn’t moved away as every once in a while another car drove by.


      “Let’s get back to the important questions.”


      “I assume you mean about what kind of candy we’re getting?” He smiled.


      “You read my mind.”


      “Sour Patch Kids are a must.”


      “Yes! And then maybe M&Ms? I need something chocolate to get the full experience.”


      “Works for me.”


      “It’s almost too easy.”


      “Sharing things?” He quirked a brow.


      “Yes. I’m used to having to settle.”


      “You should never settle.” He stopped and looked at me. “Life’s too short for that.”


      “It is too short. Isn’t it?”


      “Far too short.” He started walking again. “The problem is you usually don’t realize that until it’s too late.”


      “I’m glad I stopped settling.” Both my job and Steve fit that bill. I was embarrassed of how close I’d come to wedding myself literally to a life of that.


      “Me too.”


      The rest of the walk went quickly. Either consciously or not, we’d picked up our pace once it got dark.


      Leo insisted on paying for our tickets, and I didn’t argue too much. He seemed intent on doing it, and I didn’t know when I’d actually see another paycheck.


      We made our way into the old theater with a quick stop at the concession stand where I made sure to purchase our snacks.


      With popcorn and candy in hand we walked into what had once been a live action theater but had since been converted into a movie theater. They’d kept the old architecture including the carved columns and marble floors, but unfortunately the old box seats were off limits because they weren’t structurally sound. It was too bad, because it would have made the place even cooler.


      “I assume you are a middle of the theater kind of person.” He started into an empty middle row. We were a little bit early.


      “How’d you know?” I always chose the middle when it was an option.


      “Most people are.”


      “Then why do I always date the kind that like the back?” It had been a reoccurring theme in my dating life.


      “Really? Even past high school when they were hoping to fool around with you?”


      “Yes.” Steve liked the back. It drove me nuts since I never remembered my glasses.


      “I guess you really picked the wrong people to date.”


      “I’m glad you don’t, or we’d be sitting separately since I’m done settling.” I took a seat.


      He laughed and sat down next to me. “Ok, here’s one more question. Do you wait until the movie starts to eat, or go ahead and start before?”


      “I wait for the previews for the candy. Doesn’t matter for the popcorn.”


      “You differentiate between the candy and popcorn?”


      I nabbed a piece of popcorn from the container he held. “Yes. You don’t?”


      “No. I get everything set up but don’t start until the movie does.”


      “You can resist the popcorn for that long? The candy is closed so I can do it, but if the popcorn is right in front of me I can’t help it.” I grabbed another three pieces.


      “It’s called patience.”


      “It’s called willpower.” I popped two pieces in my mouth and then grabbed a handful. “I don’t have any when it comes to popcorn right in front of me.”


      “Oh, going in for it?”


      “Come on, you know you want to.”


      “Peer pressure?”


      “You pressured me to trespass.”


      “Fine. I’ll do it.” He took a piece of popcorn and ate it.


      “Was that so bad?”


      He shrugged. “The world didn’t end.”


      “See, I told you.”


      “But now I want another.”


      “And the problem with that is what?” I took another handful. “We bought a large.”


      “A large isn’t that big. What if we finish it before the movie starts?”


      “That’s what the candy is for.”


      “Oh. So you separate the experiences.”


      “It’s not so bad.” I reached for more popcorn at the same time he did. We both pulled our hands back and then returned them. Our hands met. “We’re too in synch.”


      “That’s impossible. Just like you can’t be too compatible.”


      “Aren’t they the same thing?”


      “Kind of.”


      “Cassidy?”


      I left the popcorn alone at the sound of my mother’s voice. I glanced up and saw my parents standing in the aisle beside us. “Hi guys.” I turned slightly toward Leo. “These are my parents.”


      Dad smiled. “I didn’t know you were coming tonight.”


      “Last minute decision.”


      “And who is your friend?” Mom stepped into our row.


      “Leo Thomlin. Nice to meet you.” He stood and held out his hand.


      She accepted his handshake. “Nice to meet you too.”


      “Leo is the one who’s been helping me with the tape.”


      “Oh, the one you definitely weren’t going to the store to see?” Mom raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, right.”


      I felt blood rushing to my face.


      “Maureen, let’s leave the kids. We’ll sit a few rows away as to not embarrass you, honey.” Dad winked.


      “Because I’m not embarrassed already?” I hadn’t had the nerve to look at Leo yet.


      Mom shrugged. “If you don’t want us showing up on your dates you should tell us when you are going on them.”


      “It’s not a date.”


      “Oh, I see. Yes, enjoy your movie with your ‘friend.’” Mom used air quotes before Dad dragged her away.


      Leo sat back down.


      I turned to him. “Sorry about that.”


      “Don’t apologize.” He grinned.


      “I’m not used to running into them.”


      He grinned even bigger.


      “Why are you smiling?”


      “Because you weren’t kidding about telling your mom about me.”


      “I did warn you that you couldn’t kill me.”


      “Yeah, but you talked about me enough that she assumed you were into me.”


      I noticed my parents a few rows ahead of us. At least they hadn’t sat next to us. “I need the candy.”


      “Nope.” He held the M&M’s away from me. “We’re doing this your way. Only popcorn.”


      “I need candy.” Sweets were a definite comfort food for me, and I needed the comfort.


      He put his arm behind me. “Why are you so upset?”


      I thought about it. “I don’t know.”


      “You’re not embarrassed to be seen out with me, are you?”


      “Of course not. Are you kidding?” Embarrassed was the opposite of what I felt.


      “I’m trying to understand your reaction.”


      “My mom isn’t going to drop this. She’s going to pester me about what’s going on with us.”


      “So?” He took another handful of popcorn.


      “So, it gets old.”


      “Let her have her fun. She’s probably excited to see you out. I’m sure she was upset about you breaking off the engagement. Most moms like planning a daughter’s wedding, and she’s probably worried about you.”


      “She doesn’t need to be.”


      “She doesn’t, and if seeing you out with a guy makes her feel better about your mental health, then let her have that.”


      “Do you always have to sound so wise?” I glanced at the theater message reminding you to turn off your phone. I double checked mine even though I knew it was on silent.


      “Not always.”


      The lights dimmed, and the first preview started. I opened up both packages of candy. Leo moved his arm back so he could eat a bit of each candy.


      I tried to focus on the movie, but I was distracted by my mom glancing back a few times.


      Leo noticed too, and his solution was to put his arm around me again.


      “You’re trying to mislead her,” I whispered.


      “I made her smile.”


      “Make yourself smile.” I lightly pushed his arm.


      “I am smiling.” He used his free hand to grab some more candy.


      I turned back to the movie and gave my own smile. Eventually I relaxed enough to enjoy the movie I knew by heart. I was glad it wasn’t something new, or I would have been hopelessly lost.


      At the end of the movie Leo insisted we wait for my parents to catch up with us before walking out into the lobby even though I assured him they wouldn’t expect it.


      “Hey, enjoy your millionth viewing of that movie?” Dad asked.


      “So she wasn’t kidding? She actually is a fan.” Leo nodded as though he was impressed.


      “Oh, a big one. She even dressed up as a storm trooper one Halloween.” Dad beamed. For one reason or another having a Star Wars loving daughter was a bragging right to him.


      “Because Nile and Clay were doing it. I wanted to be like them.”


      Leo smiled. “That’s cute.”


      Or pathetic depending on how you looked at it. I’d always wanted to be as cool as my brother and his friends, but it never quite happened.


      “What are you two doing now? We’re heading over to the diner. Want to join us?” Mom asked.


      “We’d love to,” Leo answered before I could.


      “Great.” Mom grinned.


      I said nothing. How could I possibly say no now?


      We all walked outside, but I grabbed Leo’s arm to hold him back. “What was that?”


      “What? We need to eat.”


      “With my parents?”


      “What do you care? Remember making other people happy isn’t a bad thing.”


      “Fine.” When he put it that way I sounded horrible arguing.


      We took a slow walk over to the diner a little ways down the road. I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t want to make too big a deal out of eating with my parents, even though it definitely wasn’t my ideal way to end the evening.


      Dad asked for a table for four, and we were led to a booth in the diner I’d eaten at more times than I could count. I’d gone as a kid, but most of my memories came from high school outings with my friends.


      One quick glance around told me nothing that changed. It had the same blue carpeting and wooden blinds that had always been there, as well as the random geometric designs etched onto the walls.


      I slid into one side of the window booth, and Leo sat down next to me. My parents settled in across from us.


      “So, Leo. You work at the record store?” Mom jumped right in with her questioning.


      “I do.”


      “That’s great. Do you have a specific interest in music?”


      “I enjoy it, but no. I needed a job, and it fit my needs.” He kept complete eye contact as he spoke.


      “Great.” Mom unwrapped her silverware and put her napkin on her lap. “Are you from around here originally?”


      “I grew up in Roslyn. I moved out here to be closer to my brother.”


      “Oh, that’s wonderful. Staying close to family is important.” Mom shot me a look that said it all. She wanted me to try harder with my brother.


      “My parents are out in California, so we don’t get to see them as much as we’d like, but I see my brother all the time now.”


      Mom smiled. “We hadn’t seen much of Cassidy lately, but we’re excited she’s moved back home.”


      Now that was a change. And moved back? She was acknowledging I was home to stay for a while.


      “I can imagine. I’ve heard she wasn’t back to visit a lot.”


      “She was busy working, so we understood.” Dad rested a hand on the table. He’d always encouraged me to have a strong work ethic.


      The conversation stopped when the waitress took our order, and thankfully the food came even faster than normal. Dinner moved along more amicably than I expected. I got embarrassed a few times, but Leo was great at carrying the conversation, so I found I actually enjoyed myself. I wasn’t about to tell my parents that though. I wasn’t planning to make joint dinners with them a habit—with or without Leo. I wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed or impressed at how he’d worked my parents. They’d never seemed so enamored with someone before.


      I held my tongue as we walked back to my apartment, but when we got there, I had to say something. “That was interesting.”


      “You have nice parents.”


      “Are we still on for tomorrow night?” I spit out the question. I wanted to spend more time with Leo, but I didn’t know if he was getting bored of my company.


      “Why wouldn’t we be?”


      “I don’t know. Just checking.”


      “I’m looking forward to our evening.” He smiled as we stood in front of the stairs to my apartment.


      I waited. Was this the moment when he kissed me? Did I want him to? I wasn’t sure what I wanted, but I didn’t want to say goodnight yet. “Want me to drive you home?”


      “No.”


      “But it’s—”


      “Late. Dark. Yup. And I’m a big boy. I’ll even text you when I get home.”


      I laughed. “I’ll hold you to that.”


      “Good and sleep well.” He touched my arm gently before walking around to get his bike.


      “Good night.”


      “Night, Cassidy.” He stood there with his bike waiting.


      “You can go.”


      “Not until I see you go inside.”


      “Why?”


      “Because it’s the way it is.”


      I walked up the steps with a smile on my face. Normally that kind of thing would have bothered me, but I liked it coming from Leo. He wasn’t doing it because he was sexist, he was doing it because he cared, and there was nothing better than that.


      I’d barely closed the door when my phone rang. I picked up when I saw it was my mother. It wouldn’t pay to make her wait. “Hello.”


      “He’s adorable,” she gushed.


      “He’s just a friend.”


      “That doesn’t make him less adorable.”


      “He is cute.” I didn’t usually talk about men with my mother, but I wasn’t going to deny how attractive Leo was.


      “Cute?” She laughed dryly. “He’s more than cute.”


      “You’re the one who called him adorable.”


      “That’s me. What do you really think?”


      “Mom. I just broke up with Steve.” I heard water running, she was probably washing something in the sink.


      “You wanted to break up with him months ago.”


      “Mom!”


      “It’s true. I could tell you wanted out, but I didn’t want to push you. You had to make your own decision.”


      “Steve’s gay.”


      The line went silent. “Yeah… not sure why it took me so long to figure that one out.”


      “You didn’t want to accept it. That’s different from not figuring it out.”


      “Maybe,” I conceded.


      “It doesn’t reflect on you. He’s a nice man. He made you happy. You felt something. You did nothing wrong.”


      “I know I didn’t.” I paced the kitchen.


      “You think you did. You can’t fool me honey.”


      “I hate that I lied to myself for so long. That’s different.”


      “I like this Leo.” She thankfully moved the subject away from Steve.


      “He’s a nice new friend.”


      “I’m sure.”


      My phone buzzed with a text. I knew it was Leo, so I pushed to get off the phone. “I’ll call you soon.”


      “Love you. Nice to have you home.”


      “Since I’m not technically in your home.”


      “This distance is a good one.”


      “Good night, Mom.” I ended the call and glanced to see the text.


      Alive and home.


      Glad to know. Thanks for another interesting evening.


      Hopefully the third evening is even more fun.


      I am sure it will be.


      Goodnight.


      Goodnight. I put aside my phone. My life had changed so much in such a short period of time, but it was for the best. Sometimes change could be a good thing.
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      “My throat hurts,” I whined as we watched the second encore of the evening. The concert had been fun, and as expected we weren’t the oldest people there. Thanks to knowing almost all of the songs by heart I sang along a little bit too often, and my throat was now paying for it.


      “Want more water?” Leo held out a bottle of water.


      “Thanks.” I took a long sip, ignoring the fact that it was his bottle, and we were sharing germs.


      It was a beautiful night for a concert at the beach. Although we were sitting far from the water, you could still feel and smell the salty air. The music was fun, and the company was perfect. Although we’d only been hanging out for a few days, I felt like I’d known Leo much longer. It had felt completely natural to pick him up at work before the show.


      A chilly breeze picked up, and I zipped up my sweatshirt all the way. Leo put his arm around me. I didn’t look at him. I was afraid if I did he’d remove his arm, and I wanted him to leave it exactly where it was.


      When the band officially left the stage for the last time, Leo turned to me. “Ready?”


      “Ready.” The crowd waiting to get out of the arena was only going to get worse the longer we waited.


      We wove through people as we made our way to the exit.


      “That was fun. Thanks for taking me.”


      “Thanks for coming.” I linked my arm with his.


      “Anytime you have extra concert tickets I’ll help out.”


      “Thanks for the generosity.” I bumped my shoulder into his side.


      “Of course.”


      We reached my car, and he waited by the driver’s side. As soon as I unlocked it he swooped around me and opened my door. He closed the door and went around.


      “What was that for?”


      “I feel bad you always have to drive.”


      “I don’t mind.” I didn’t. I liked driving because it meant we could stay on my schedule, and I’d get where I needed to go. I was a bit of a control freak.


      He smiled and started fiddling with the radio.


      We waited in the long line to exit the parking lot. It was the most annoying part of going to a show at a large venue. It took forever to leave the place.


      “What was your very first concert?” He watched me out of the corner of his eye.


      “Red Hot Chili Peppers.”


      “Seriously?”


      “My dad took my brother and me.” It had been at Forest Hills in Queens. I’d spent days picking out the right shirt to wear only to spill soda on it ten minutes into our drive to the stadium.


      “It’s better than my first concert.”


      “What was yours?”


      “I can’t tell you.”


      “I told you mine.”


      “Mine’s embarrassing.”


      “Can’t be that bad?” I watched him.


      “NSYNC.”


      “No way!”


      “Yes.” He looked away. “I had a huge crush on this girl, and she had tickets.”


      “You have a weakness. You can’t say no to free concert tickets.” Internally I added ‘when they come from girls’.


      “I guess some things never change.”


      The line of cars moved slightly. “This is going to take a while.”


      “There go my plans for the evening.”


      “I’m sure they were great ones.”


      He smiled. “As great as yours.”


      “What time do you go to bed usually?” It was eleven. Not too late.


      “Now that’s a new question.”


      “What time?”


      “Whenever I’m ready to face it.”


      “Not a good sleeper?” I understood what that was like.


      “You can say that. What about you?”


      “Usually around ten thirty.”


      “Ok good. I wouldn’t want to keep you out past your bedtime.” He grinned.


      “Well, on work nights. On weekends I’m up later.”


      “Oh. Important information to know.”


      I laughed. “Glad it’s out in the open.”


      The traffic finally opened up, and we turned onto the parkway. I rolled the windows down so we could enjoy the feel of the wind. Normally I’d have asked my passenger first, but I couldn’t imagine Leo minding it. He seemed relaxed, with his head resting on the seat.


      A few loose pieces of my hair blew around my face. “I love the feel of the wind like this. It makes me feel alive.”


      He smiled. “It is invigorating.”


      “I totally understand why dogs stick their heads out the window.”


      “Comparing yourself to a dog?”


      “Not exactly.” Leave it to Leo to turn it around like that.


      “Are you a dog or cat person?”


      “Dog, but I have a cat.”


      “Dare I ask?”


      “My ex gave him to me, and I refused to leave him behind.”


      “Makes logical sense.” He put his hand out beside him palm up.


      “Fluffy hates me, so it’s even.”


      “I’m sure he doesn’t hate you. Cats are weird.”


      “Weird isn’t the word I’d use.”


      “I like cats.”


      “Really?” Had I finally found something we didn’t have in common?


      “Why does that surprise you?”


      “You don’t seem like the cat type.”


      “I am. I love dogs too. I am an equal opportunity pet person, I suppose.”


      “What about birds?”


      “Never had one, but they’re cool.”


      “Rodents?”


      “Like hamsters?”


      “Yeah.” Or mice or whatever else people get to run around in the wheels.


      “Ok, not as much.”


      I turned off at the exit closest to his house. I slowed down so I wouldn’t get a ticket and to make the night last longer. I wasn’t ready to say goodnight and go back to my empty apartment.


      I pulled into his driveway.


      He turned to look at me. “Do you want to come in?”


      His question surprised me. “Now?”


      “I’ll take that as a no.” He opened his door.


      I made a split second decision. “Yes.”


      “Yeah?” He leaned in.


      “Yeah.”


      “Ok, want to pull around to the side then?” He gestured toward the garage.


      “Sure.” I tried to calm my racing heart. Being invited in didn’t actually mean anything. We were both bored. For all I knew he’d put on a movie. Of course that was the last thing on my mind.


      I got out and met him around the front of the car.


      “It’s a mess. I wasn’t planning on having company.”


      “I don’t mind a mess.” I followed him up the steep steps on the side of the garage.


      “I hope you agree when you see mine.” He unlocked the door and gestured for me to walk in first.


      I walked into pitch darkness until he flipped on the lights. I blinked a few times to get used to the light. I glanced around at the crowded yet cozy space. It was all one room with furniture separating the different living spaces. The living room was made up of a large leather couch and a TV that took up half the wall space. The only mess I saw was the unmade double bed and some dishes in the kitchen sink. “Nice place.”


      "It works for the time being." He moved a sweatshirt hanging on the back of a chair. If he thought this was a mess, I didn’t want him to see my place when it was messy. Not that it happened a lot, but when it did, it was intense.


      "Can I look?" I gestured to the movie collection he had piled next to the massive TV.


      "Sure." He walked over to the kitchen counter and put down his keys, wallet, and phone. I liked that he put down his phone. It meant he was all there with me. I’d worked hard to break my own addiction to technology.


      "Quite the collection." My eyes ran over the titles.


      "I've picked up a few over the years."


      "What's your favorite?" I kneeled down to see them better.


      "You can't ask me that."


      "Why not?" I raised an eyebrow.


      "Because I don't have one favorite. Each category is different."


      "But no overarching favorite?"


      "Not for movies, but I do for music. Movies are like food while music is like women."


      "Uh, do I want to know what that means?"


      "Movies each have different purposes for me. Some make me laugh, some make me think. Some are entertainment. Like food. How can you compare a burger with a slice of cake? They serve different purposes.”


      "Got it, but why is music like women?"


      "Music has one purpose. To move someone. I can pick one favorite. The same goes for women. Who needs variety if you can find everything in just one?"


      Words had never turned me on so much. "That's an interesting way to view things."


      "It works."


      I stood up. "But what if you never find one thing that has everything you need? Do you keep searching?”


      "I wait." His eyes locked with mine. "Eventually you hear the right one, and it can become your favorite.”


      "Does it change?"


      "Only when it has to."


      "Do you have a favorite now?" I ran my teeth over my bottom lip.


      "Song?"


      "What else would I mean?"


      "I don't know. You tell me."


      "I meant song."


      "Are you sure?" He looked deep into my eyes. The gaze felt physical, like he was actually looking into my soul, as clichéd as that sounds.


      "No."


      "I was hoping you'd say that." His lips crashed into mine. They were demanding and hard, nothing like I expected them to feel, but somehow that made it better.


      His arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me against him, echoing his lips in the intensity. I moved my arms around his neck. Pulling him down to my height. Now that I'd had a taste, I wanted more. He deepened the kiss, and I gladly opened up to him. His taste and feel tantalized me, making me need more.


      In a blur he picked me up and carried me over to the couch. He laid me down and moved over me. His eyes were heated and full of want. I was sure mine matched his as I waited for his lips to return to mine.


      "You want this, right?" He paused with his lips inches from mine and his eyes full of intensity. "This isn't me reading into something that isn't really there because I want it so bad?"


      "You’re only reading into exactly what's here." I pulled his head down to me, and he didn't hesitate to pick up exactly where we left off. He sucked my lower lip into his mouth and lightly bit down.


      I moaned, slipping my hand underneath his t-shirt. His chest was muscular, solid, everything his t-shirts had hinted at.


      He mirrored my actions, and I took in a breath as his hand ran over my stomach.


      "You are so sensitive," he breathed.


      "Is that a bad thing?"


      "Not at all." He pulled my t-shirt over my head.


      I did the same with his.


      He unclasped my bra and slowly slid it off. For all the intensity and rush from earlier he was taking this slow.


      "So freaking beautiful." He lowered his mouth to my breast. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of his lips. He bit down gently, making me open my eyes.


      "Want to move to my bed?"


      I nodded absently, and he picked me up and carried me over to his bed. He placed me down gently before stepping out of his jeans and striped boxers.


      My eyes widened as I took him in.


      He smiled in acknowledgment of my appraisal and unbuttoned my jeans. As with my other clothes, he slid them off slowly. He tossed them away from the bed before following with my underwear.


      His eyes raked over me in a slow, intense gaze as though he were taking a mental video to re-watch later. "Over or under?"


      It took me a moment to realize he meant the blankets. “Under.”


      In one motion he lifted me up and pulled down the navy comforter and top sheet. He moved next to me, running his hand down my body. I closed my eyes again, focusing only on the sensation of his hand on my skin.


      I startled as his hand slipped between my legs, but I recovered quickly, opening up to him. I moaned, and his lips retuned once again to my breast. I took him in my hand, ready to give him the pleasure he was giving me.


      I got lost in the pleasure until he offset my hand and moved over me, holding a condom in his hand.


      His eyes asked the question one more time.


      I nodded, more than ready to welcome him in.


      

      


      "So that just happened." I adjusted the sheet over me.


      "It didn't just happen." He rolled onto his side "It was a completely consciously made decision. Can't even blame alcohol."


      "I'm not blaming anything."


      "Good." He twisted a few strands of my hair around his finger in a familiar way. "I'm going to be honest here. We’re compatible, and I am hoping that happens again."


      "We are definitely compatible." The sex had been far better than any I'd ever had. He'd been attentive, yet reckless. The combination was perfect.


      He rolled onto his back.


      "Do you want me to stay?" I asked the question I needed to ask before I could truly relax.


      He leaned over me. "Of course."


      "It's a legit question."


      "If you think so, then I need to make something crystal clear."


      I nodded, entranced by the way he watched me.


      "If you get in my bed at night, I always expect you to be there in the morning." His words didn't fit the Leo I knew. They were demanding, like his kisses.


      It was almost too much. I needed to lighten the mood—bring us back to our normal place. "I guess I should be careful when I get in your bed."


      "The time to be careful has passed. We're both in too deep. No reason to pretend otherwise.”


      "You’re confident."


      "You were part of that too. You know it as well as I do.”


      I nodded.


      "And you want to pretend you don’t plan to do it with me again? And again?" He moved over me.


      "Why does it sound like you are ready for more already?"


      "Because I am." There was nothing apologetic in his voice, but the smile on his lips was the one I knew well.


      "It’s a good thing I'm ready too."


      "Great. And this time I'll make sure you aren't asking me whether to stay afterward."

      


      I returned to his bed wearing only his t-shirt. It had been the easiest thing to pull on before I made a trip to the bathroom.


      He watched me approach while lying there with his arms behind his head. We hadn’t gotten around to turning off the lamp yet. "You look good in that." He was relaxed again, all smiles.


      "Thanks."


      "But you have to take it off."


      "You don't want me wearing your shirt?" I put a hand to my chest. Did the shirt have special meaning to him or something?


      "I want you wearing it anytime but now. Now you have to play fair. I'm naked, and you should be too."


      "Oh." I pulled off the shirt and let it fall down to the carpeted floor.


      "Much better." He held open his arms to me, and I gladly fell into them.


      "You have perfect breasts." He cupped them with each hand.


      "I don't think I’d say perfect."


      "Perfect. Perfect feel, perfect size." He grinned wickedly. "Perfect taste."


      "Glad you like them."


      "Glad I get to enjoy them." He let go long enough to pull me on top of him. “And all of you too. I’m glad I get to enjoy all of you."


      "You are so weird."


      "Enjoying your body makes me weird?"


      "No, but every two minutes your personality changes.”


      "It doesn’t change. It's multifaceted.”


      "Is that what you call it?"


      "Yes."


      I rested my head on his chest. "And I never said it was a bad thing,"


      "I know." He ran his hands down my back. "I prefer this to our phone calls, far more satisfying."


      "The problem is that anything else now will feel like settling."


      "You know how I feel about settling." He kissed my neck.


      I closed my eyes. "Yes I do."
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      I rolled over and opened my eyes. I wasn't in my own bed. I heard a noise from behind me, and it all came back to me.


      I sat up, careful to keep the sheet over my chest.


      "Hey, did I wake you up?" Leo called from the kitchen.


      I ran a hand through my hair to smooth it out. "I don't think so."


      He smiled. "You’re cute in the morning."


      "You mean I'm half asleep." I looked over to where he stood by the stove wearing only boxers. “Are you making breakfast?"


      "Yeah. I was going to wait and ask what you wanted, but you seem to like everything I do, so I made pancakes.


      “My favorite.” I waited for the awkward post-first night together feeling to set in, but it didn’t.


      “Great.” He flipped a pancake.


      I pulled on his t-shirt and my underwear before heading to the bathroom. I finished up and met him in the small kitchen.


      "I'm going to say it again.” His eyes raked over me. “You look good in that."


      “It’s comfy.”


      “I like soft shirts.” He ran a hand down my side.


      “Me too.”


      "I made coffee." He gestured to the full pot.


      "You are really earning points." I found a mug and poured myself a cup. I usually used milk, but I didn't feel like searching for it. I was getting better at drinking it black.


      He finished up at the stove and came around behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. "I didn't give you a proper morning greeting."


      I leaned back against him. "Good morning."


      "How did you sleep?" He kept a hand on my waist but used his other to pour himself more coffee.


      "Well. You?"


      "Better than usual."


      "I guess that's good.”


      "It is." He released my waist and served two plates.


      “Want me to get the syrup or anything?” I felt funny letting him do all the work. I wasn’t used to it. It’s not that Steve wasn’t considerate. It’s that I insisted on doing everything for myself. I was more comfortable letting Leo take care of me, which was strange considering how new our relationship, or whatever we had, was.


      “If you don't mind, it's in the cabinet.” He pointed to one of the white upper cabinets lining the wall.


      I opened the cabinet and searched around through the random assortment of bottles and containers until I found the syrup. I took it out and placed in on the counter.


      We fixed our plates and took seats at the small wooden table.


      I took a bite. “This is delicious.” It was the perfect consistency.


      “I’m glad my cooking passes your test.”


      “You’re passing the test with flying colors.”


      “Well, I’ll keep doing what I’m doing if it means I get to spend my mornings this way.”


      “I’ll sign up for that.” I smiled.


      He set down his fork and took a long sip of coffee. “Good.”


      "What are you up to today?"


      He set down his coffee. “I already called Phil. He's coming by the shop tomorrow."


      "That's not why I was asking." I'd forgotten all about the tape. I was completely distracted by everything else—namely Leo.


      "If you say so."


      “I do." I fished my phone out of my purse and saw a series of text messages from Steve.


      Hey.


      You around?


      I'm giving up the apartment. I'll pay the fee to break the lease, but I can't afford to keep it, and it’s weird without you. It was our place.


      I'm not sure what you want to do about the rest of your stuff, but I’m going out of town this weekend. It might be a good time for you to come.


      I'm sorry. I said it before and I'll say it again. I should have leveled with you sooner, but I was afraid of hurting you. That happened anyway. Hopefully at some point this will all blow over and we can be friends, but until then you’re a great person Cassidy. You don't always see it, but you are. I hope you find someone who helps you see the truth and gives you what you need.


      Let me know if you need anything.


      I stared at my screen, days of pent up emotions bubbled up until I could barely breathe. I closed my eyes and thought back on our breakup.

      


      I’d quit my job, and that gave me the strength to ask the question I’d wanted to ask Steve since I caught him watching his best friend in the way I’d always wanted him to look at me. “Are you in love with someone else?”


      He stared at me blankly for a moment, before blinking and nodding.


      “That’s a yes? You’re admitting to being in love with him?”


      “How long have you known?”


      “A long time.” I’d walked away to look out the window.


      “I wanted to tell you, but I was too scared.”


      “Why did you propose to me? Don’t lie and tell me you didn’t know back then.”


      “Because I do love you…”


      “No you don’t.”


      “I do, but not in the way you need.”


      “Take it.” I pulled off the ring I’d been wearing for months. There was a thick tan line. “I’ll be out of here in thirty minutes.”


      “You’re leaving? Just like that?” His eyes were full of hurt.


      Normally seeing him upset would be enough, but it’d be hurting us both if I prolonged this. “What reason do I have to stay?”


      “Shouldn’t we talk about this more?”


      “You don’t want to marry me. That’s all I need to know.” I walked into our bedroom and started to pack.


      “I’ll keep Fluffy.”


      I turned and glared at Steve. “He’s mine. I gave you the ring back, but Fluffy stays with me.”


      “You hate him.”


      “He’s mine.” I packed hurriedly and was relieved to find Fluffy and his stuff packed up by the door. By the time I finished in the bedroom, Steve was nowhere to be seen. I walked out without bothering to lock the door. He could take care of that.

      


      "You okay?" Leo's worried voice pulled me back to the present.


      "I need to go to Philly."


      "Now?"


      "Today, before my ex gets back in town. He's giving up the apartment, and I need to get my stuff."


      "I can be ready anytime."


      "Why would you need to be ready?" I pushed around the remaining syrup-soaked pancake on my plate.


      "Because I'm coming with you."


      "You don't have to. Just because I spent the night—”


      He cut me off. "I made you breakfast because you spent the night. I'm going with you because I want to, and if I don’t you'll go alone. You aren't allowed to do this alone."


      "What if I want to?" I set down my fork.


      "You don't. You want company."


      "Don't you have to work?”


      “Not today. I have Saturdays off, and I have nothing planned today. I guess you lucked out."


      "You really don't mind coming?" I couldn’t ignore the tingling of relief that spread through me. I dreaded walking into the apartment, and having Leo along for the ride would make it much more tolerable.


      He leaned toward me. "Not at all. I didn't get to help you move into your new place. I might as well help you move out of your old one."


      "All right. I guess I'll go home and change and come back."


      “Or wait for me to get ready, and I'll save you the trip back here."


      "That works too." I wasn’t in that much of a hurry, and considering he was helping me I’d wait as long as he needed.


      "Great." He walked down the hall toward the bathroom.


      I got dressed in my clothes from the night before and called my mom.


      She answered after a few rings. "You’re up early."


      "It's not early."


      "It's before eight."


      "I used to leave for work at 7:30."


      "But you don't have work today."


      "I'm going to Philly."


      "Seeing Steve?" Her voice lilted, and I knew she was nervous about my answer.


      "No, I'm getting my stuff."


      "Want me to come? Or your dad? You know he’ll take you.”


      "No thanks." I was glad I could easily shoot down that suggestion. My mom meant well with her offer, but my parents’ presence would make me more uptight than I already was.


      "I don't think you should do this alone.”


      "I'm not."


      "Who's coming?


      "Leo,” I dropped his name.


      "That's generous of him."


      "He's nice."


      "You’re sleeping with him, aren't you?"


      "Mom!" I gritted my teeth.


      "What? You know I'm right."


      "Does it matter?" I wasn’t in the mood for a lecture or whatever else was coming.


      "Not unless you’re using him as a rebound.”


      "Why would that matter?”


      "Because I saw the way that man looked at you. One or both of you would get hurt if you tried to use him.”


      “He's not a rebound." Leo wasn’t the type of guy you’d use that way. He was too complicated and intriguing. He was the kind of guy you moved on to after you finished with the rebound.


      "But you’re sleeping together?”


      "I'm not answering that question." Especially not while sitting in his apartment after our first night together.


      "Which means I'm right."


      "I've got to go." He’d been in the shower a while. He’d be out soon.


      "Are you sure you're okay?"


      "I'm fine, but I'm ready to get this over with. I want to put it behind me."


      "I'm sorry."


      "Why are you sorry?"


      "I wish I had said something, I knew you weren't happy, but I didn't want you to hate me so I kept my mouth closed."


      "I was the one in denial. I'm fine. I'll call you when I get back."


      She sighed. "Dinner one night this week? You can bring Leo."


      "I'll think about it."


      "Drive safe. Let me know when you get back."


      "I will." I heard the water turn off. "Love you, Mom."


      "Love you too."


      I hung up and waited on the couch for Leo to come out.


      "Hey." He walked out with a towel wrapped around his waist. I'd seen him naked already, but it still took me by surprise.


      "Nice shower?"


      "Could have been better." He winked.


      "I'm showering at my place where my clean clothes are."


      "Maybe I'll join you then."


      His teasing had changed, and I liked the sexual edge to it.


      "I don't remember offering," I teased back.


      "That's what you are saying now." He kissed my neck before pulling clothes from a small dresser.


      I turned away while he dressed. Even after seeing him naked, I felt strange invading his privacy by watching. If he thought it was odd, he didn’t show it.


      Five minutes later we were in my car on the way back to my apartment. The drive only took a few minutes, and before I knew it I was somewhat nervously opening the door to my new place.


      I'd spent the night in his apartment, but letting him into mine felt different somehow. As new as the space was for me, it was still mine. Having him there made things seem more real somehow.


      I walked in first, and Leo followed right behind me. I headed for the kitchen to check on Fluffy’s water and food. He had both. “You around, Fluffy?” Even if Fluffy ignored me, I could still try to be a dutiful pet owner. “I’m going to jump in the shower, feel free to make yourself at home.”


      He nodded. “Thanks.”


      I pulled out a change of clothes and walked into the bathroom. It had been less than twenty-four hours since I’d last showered, but so much had happened it felt like it had been ages. As I showered, I couldn’t help but remember the feel of his hands and lips on me. They were sensations I definitely wanted to experience again.


      When I got out of the shower I heard Leo talking. I crept toward the living room slowly.


      “You’re a good boy.”


      I gasped. Fluffy was sitting on Leo’s lap purring. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d heard that cat purr before.


      “Such a good boy.” Leo pet him. “He likes me.”


      I startled. I hadn’t realized he’d heard me come in. Fluffy was still purring and pushing his head into Leo’s hand to keep him petting. “Evidently he does.” At the sound of my voice Fluffy jumped off Leo’s lap and ran off. “But he doesn’t like me.”


      “You two just need some bonding time.”


      “We’ve had plenty of bonding time.”


      “I don’t buy that you only took him because you were annoyed at your ex. You like the cat.”


      “I don’t like Fluffy, and he doesn’t like me.” Few things in life were as crystal clear.


      “Do we need to get some pet-owner therapy for you two?”


      “No, but we do need to get on the road.”


      “In that much of a rush?”


      “I want to get it over with.” I ran my fingers through my damp hair. No amount of toweling was going to dry it, but I didn’t want to waste time with the hair dryer.


      “Think you might want to get dressed first?” He raised an eyebrow.


      I glanced down at my towel. “Yeah. Definitely.” I headed back to my room. I could hear him laughing through the closed door.


      I took a few minutes to get dressed and walked back out. “Ok, I’m ready.”


      “Sounds good.” He stood. “You have a bigger bed. We can stay here next time.”


      “You went in my room?”


      “Does that bother you?”


      “No.” Not really. There was nothing in that room he couldn’t see.


      “It does.”


      “I’m only surprised you did it without me.” I had nothing to hide from him, but it still felt strange.


      “I was curious where you spend your nights.”


      “I haven’t spent many nights here yet.”


      “Ok, then I’ll rephrase it. I was curious where you will be spending your nights when you’re not in my bed.”


      “Ah, there’s that confidence.”


      “You need to find some of it too.” He winked.


      I grabbed my bag and put a hair tie on my wrist before heading out the door. I wasn’t ready to head back to Philly, but I was never going to be. If I didn’t get it over with now, it was never going to happen.
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      “And it looks exactly the same.” Leo stared out the window as I turned onto Ben Franklin Parkway.


      “How long has it been since you’ve been back?” Philadelphia hadn’t changed much in the years I’d been there either, but then again most cities didn’t on the surface. Change seemed to come in small ways that a casual visitor and most short-term residents would never notice.


      “Eight years.”


      “Whoa. That’s a long time ago.” Eight years before I was still in college blissfully unaware of the real world. I wasn’t nostalgic about my college days, but I missed the bubble sometimes, even though I’d stressed out about everything back then.


      “Yeah, time marches on, huh?”


      “Yes, whether we like it or not.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about the impending ‘30’ only a few years away. I knew it was just a number, but I’d built a long list of things I was supposed to have accomplished by that birthday. It looked like I wasn’t going to have checked many of those off my list by then.


      “It only goes faster as you get older. Sometimes it’s a good thing.”


      “Did you like it?” I steered the conversation away from the passage of time. “Living here?”


      “I did in some ways, not in others.”


      “Same here.” I pulled to a stop at a light. I’d have been able to make it if weren’t for the cyclist in my lane. We weren’t in a hurry, so I tempered down my annoyance despite there being an open bike lane right next to him.


      “I like New York better.”


      “Me too.” I had an attachment to the city I grew up outside of. Growing up in suburbia was a strange experience. You liked to think you were part of the city, but you weren’t. At least not in the same way kids raised as city-dwellers were.


      “Not that we’re biased.”


      I laughed as I drove the familiar route up toward my apartment. I hoped I’d get lucky and find a parking spot, but I didn’t hold my breath. I’d probably have to pay to park in the one lot in the whole area. That is if there was even a spot there. Weekend parking could be dicey in my old neighborhood.


      We turned onto Spring Garden Street. I was surrounded on both sides by the restaurants and stores I’d frequented only weeks before.


      Leo pointed out the window at a large building that looked like a castle fortress. “Eastern State.”


      “I spent over nine months with a view of the prison.” Eastern State Penitentiary was closed and a historic site now, but it was still strange to wake up in the morning and look at one of the oldest prisons in the United States. It wasn’t exactly a million-dollar view, but it was a two-bedroom we’d been able to afford.


      “I never spent much time in the art museum area.” His eyes were glued to the window.


      “Where were you? Downtown? South Philly?”


      He turned back toward me. “West Philly.”


      “Wait. Were you at Penn?”


      “Yeah. For Business school.”


      “Why am I not surprised you went to Wharton?” A Wharton grad working at a used record store on Long Island wasn’t exactly news in our economy, and Leo seemed far more intelligent than he wanted me to know.


      “Because it’s the business school at Penn.”


      I rolled my eyes before attempting to parallel park into a tiny spot. I failed on the first attempt, but tried again despite the line of cars waiting. I finally edged my way in.


      “Nice parking.”


      “Is that serious or sarcasm?” I’d worked hard to get better at it. I loved driving, but parallel parking wasn’t my thing.


      “Serious. Most people wouldn’t have gone for it.”


      “Beggers can’t be choosers.” I unlocked the doors. “I never spent much time in your neighborhood either.”


      “Cities are like that. Full of neighborhoods that never intersect.”


      “Is that a good or bad thing?" I opened my door.


      "Both, like most things." He waited for the traffic to die down before walking around to meet me on the sidewalk.


      The buzz of the city hit me. The constant noise was one thing I missed. It helped keep you grounded because you could never fully drown out the world. I led the way down the block, toward my second floor apartment. There were never tons of crowds in the neighborhood, but the weekends did bring everyone outside.


      I opened the outer door and headed straight up toward my apartment. Leo followed right behind me. I used the key I'd used a million times before, but it felt different now. Like I was entering someone else's home.


      "You okay?" Leo put an arm on my shoulder right before I pushed open the door.


      "No, but that doesn't really make a difference right now." No matter how much I didn’t want to face the place, I couldn’t avoid it. Putting things off didn’t make them go away.


      I pushed open the door and found a large empty space. Steve hadn’t been joking about moving out. He’d done it already.


      I felt a wave of relief hit me. This wasn't the home I shared with a guy who never really wanted me—it was an empty apartment. There were memories in every corner, but they weren’t right out in front of me. The couch we’d watched countless movies on was gone. The old table we’d bought with full intention of re-staining but never did was missing too. He hadn’t asked me about whether I wanted any of that stuff—and I didn’t. I didn’t want any of it.


      I started to laugh.


      "Is that a good laugh or a bad one?" His eyebrows drew together.


      "A good one."


      I walked further inside and found boxes lined up with my name on it. He'd packed my stuff. From the outside that probably seemed cold, but it wasn't. "He knew me well enough to do it for me."


      “To pack your stuff?" Leo kept his distance.


      "He made it easy on me.”


      I walked into the bedroom and found it empty. Same with the study. He'd done it all. I was surprised he hadn’t shipped my things, until I realized he wanted to give me closure. Steve knew me better than I gave him credit for.


      "Looks like this won't take long." Leo picked up a box. "Should I start bringing the boxes down?"


      "Oh that would be great, thanks." I picked up a large box that was much lighter than its size suggested. It had to be clothes. I glanced around again at the apartment I’d barely seen in the months before I left. I’d been too busy working—and avoiding the reality facing me at home.


      "Do you want some time alone here?"


      I shook my head. "No. I don't.” I wanted to get in and out as fast as possible. I wasn’t angry. I wasn’t upset. I needed to move on, and the only way I could do that was to walk out the door for the last time.


      "Then let's get moving." He shifted the box into one hand and held open the door for me. I was glad for Leo’s physical help as well as the emotional. He’d been right. This wasn’t something I should have done alone.


      Half a dozen trips later we’d moved out the rest of my stuff. I took one last glance at the apartment before I locked the door and slid my key under it. It was over, and as anticlimactic as it was, I knew it was a beginning as much as an end.

      


      “You can’t get provolone. You need to have the real Philly experience.” Leo yammered on as I drove through a part of Philly I didn’t know well.


      “Provolone is as much the Philly experience as whiz.”


      “Is not.” He rested his arm on the armrest between us.


      “Is too.” I continued arguing with him as though we were children. “Why do you care what kind of cheese I get on my cheesesteak?”


      “Because we like the same kinds of food, and I know you’d love it with whiz if you tried it.”


      “I lived here for five years. Don’t you think I would have tried it then if I wanted to?”


      “Not if the people you were with steered you the wrong way.” He held out his hand palm up.


      “Now you’re implying I don’t make my own decisions? Wouldn’t I be doing exactly that if I try the whiz?”


      “Try it. If you don’t like it, I’ll buy you one with provolone.”


      “And you always go to Pat’s?”


      “Yes. It’s the original.”


      “Fine.” I wasn’t sure why I was even arguing. I wasn’t that concerned with whether I’d like the whiz.


      “You’re cute when you get argumentative.”


      “Then you’ll see me cute a lot.”


      He laughed. “Some arguing is good for the soul.”


      “And there goes another wise phrase.”


      “You might as well get used to them.”


      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t count on it.”


      I found a spot a few blocks away and got out. I wasn’t going to argue about the lunch choice or driving out of the way. He’d made the trip with me without a single complaint. I owed him a lot more than a cheesesteak.


      Leo got right in the fast moving line and ordered. “Two whiz wit.”


      He moved down to the second window. “An order of cheese fries and two bottles of water.”


      I kept my thoughts on the cheese fries to myself. On top of a cheese whiz filled sandwich he wanted that?


      A few minutes later we had our sandwiches, fries, and water and took a seat at one of the red tables out front.


      “This had better be good.” My stomach rumbled.


      “It will be. It’s way better than with provolone.”


      “And you know that first hand?”


      “Of course. I’ve tried it.”


      “We’ll see.” I opened my water and took a sip before picking up my paper wrapped cheesesteak. “I’m going in for it.” I took a bite.


      Leo grinned as he watched me chew. “I was right. Admit it.”


      “It’s pretty good.” I set down the sandwich and wiped some dripping cheese off my chin.


      “Pretty good?”


      “It’s better. It does something to the meat and bread.”


      “Exactly.” He took a large bite of his.


      “Are you happy now?”


      “I’m happy because you’re smiling. You haven’t smiled much since we left.”


      “I’m happy.”


      “And don’t forget about your half of the fries.”


      “I think I’m having enough whiz already. They are all yours.”


      “You’re missing out.” He ate a cheese drenched fry.


      “I’m fine. I assure you.” I helped myself to another bite of my cheesesteak. “This is exactly what I needed.”


      “I know it is.”


      “You like being a know-it-all.”


      “I like making you smile.” He ate a fry.


      “Well now, that’s a good thing.”


      We finished off our food in near silence, but it was the good kind of silence. Ten minutes later we were in the car on our way back home. As I drove away from the city that had been home for five years, I felt sadder than I expected. I was officially closing a chapter of my life, and a good thing or not, it didn’t make the end any easier.


      The comfortable silence remained for most of the drive. It seemed like we were either half-arguing and talking non-stop, or we were silent. Both were comfortable though, and I didn’t miss the polite chatter that usually came from new relationships—or friendships, or whatever it was we were doing. The silence was even more welcome than usual since I was so emotionally exhausted. I wasn't sure what to think or say.


      An hour into the drive I noticed Leo checking his phone as though he were waiting for an incredibly important message. He continued to do it as we hit traffic in Jersey and the drive wore on.


      I turned on the radio, settling on the first station even though it was on commercial. I didn’t particularly care what I listened to as long as it was noise.


      I saw him check his phone again, and I had to ask. "Everything ok?"


      "Oh." He set the phone in his lap, "Yes. Just waiting to hear something."


      "Oh." I wasn't sure what to say. He was back to his vague answers.


      “Sorry if it’s annoying you.”


      “Not annoying.” An old rock song came on, and I turned up the volume.


      “You’re annoyed.”


      “Curious, but not annoyed.” I was both, but I refused to be that girl who needed to know everything.


      His phone buzzed, and he glanced at it.


      "You can do whatever, I don't mind if you take a call."


      He picked up. "Hey, how’s everything? You made it back?” He paused, and I assumed he was listening to someone on the other end. "I went out of town for the day, but I'm on my way back now."


      He looked at me and held the phone away from his ear and covered it. "Could you drop me off in Roslyn again?"


      "Uh, sure.” So much for a night of movie watching and sex. Oh well, he owed me nothing.


      He smiled and mouthed “thanks,” before returning the phone to his ear. "Oh, yeah, you can put her on. Hey, baby. Did you have fun today?"


      Baby? I gripped the wheel tighter.


      "I won't be there before your bedtime, but I will be there when you wake up and I'll stop in to see you."


      Bedtime? It was a kid. It had to be. Leo had a kid?


      "Love you too." He hung up.


      "You have a kid." I threw it out there. I was stuck in traffic on the Jersey Turnpike, and I wasn’t going to beat around the bush.


      He nodded. "I have a daughter."


      “Oh.” That was the only word I could come up with at first, but then I forced myself to say more. "And you were planning to tell me this?" He didn't have to. We'd hooked up one night and hung out a few times, but still, he could have mentioned it.


      "I was going to tell you when I had to."


      "That's honest." He didn’t even bother making an excuse. That said something. He was a rebound whether my mom agreed or not.


      He watched me. "Does this change things?"


      I kept my eyes fixed straight ahead. "I don't think so." It didn’t. We weren’t anything defined before, and so we wouldn’t be anything defined ever. Either I could handle a causal relationship with him, or I couldn’t. I’d have to decide when he wasn’t sitting a few inches away from me in the car.


      "Are you upset because I have a kid or because I didn't tell you?"


      "Neither, I'm not upset. I'm just surprised." I took my left hand off the wheel for a moment and unclenched it. I needed to get some tension out. I needed to calm down.


      "You’re upset." He put a hand on my arm.


      I resisted the urge to brush him off. "I’m not upset. You didn’t have to tell me."


      "I hope you aren’t reading into this or anything. I didn’t tell you because I liked having you look at me like I was just any other guy."


      “And you having a kid meant I wouldn’t look at you the same way? You aren’t the only guy with a kid." I let out a deep breath. We still had a ways to go before I dropped him off.


      “So my having a daughter doesn’t change your view of me?”


      “Why would it?”


      “Because it should.”


      “You can’t tell me how I should or shouldn’t feel.”


      He said nothing, so I allowed our first uncomfortable silence to set in. After ten minutes, I had to ask my burning question. “So, I'm dropping you to spend the night at her mom’s house?”


      "Grandparents."


      "Oh."


      "Her mom isn’t around... I'm a widow."


      "Oh my gosh. I'm so sorry." And I was a bitch. Here I was being antagonistic, and the guy’s wife was dead.


      "Yeah. I get that a lot."


      "I’m a bitch, ok. I’m sorry for overreacting.”


      "Stop."


      "What?"


      "Why do you think I didn't tell you? You are already talking to me differently. This is exactly what I didn’t want.”


      "I can't even imagine. I've been moaning about my life when you’ve clearly been through so much more. I’m horrible. Horrible.”


      He waved his hand. "My sob story doesn't make yours unimportant.”


      "I’m sorry for keeping you from your daughter.”


      "You haven't. And I'm surprised you haven't asked the obvious question.”


      “What?” I was pretty sure I knew what it was, but I didn’t want to make things even more awkward if I could avoid it.


      "You know what it is, just say it.”


      I waited a few seconds but then spit it out. “Why doesn’t she live with you?”


      “Because I screwed up, and I knew she’d be better off living without me for a while.” He looked away and out the window.


      “What do you mean you screwed up?”


      “I lost myself. I tuned out the world and turned to something that always numbed things.”


      “Alcohol or drugs?” I assumed it was one or the other. They were both dangerous and addicting.


      “Alcohol. I held it together for a while. I actually convinced myself I could move on and take care of my daughter myself, but then I lost it. Reality set in. Nikki wasn’t coming back, and I had no clue what I was doing. My in-laws stepped up to help, and I let them take her in. I couldn’t give her what she needed. Once I didn’t have my daughter to care for I fell even further. I was drunk more than I was sober, and I barely made it into work. My boss got tired of putting up with me, and I lost my job. And then you try finding another job when you’re fired with cause.”


      “None of it could have been easy.” I struggled to come up with the right words.


      “Bob at the shop did me a favor. My brother did me a favor too by giving me a place to stay.”


      "I'm sorry." I was at a loss for other words.


      "So am I." He crossed his arms.


      "When do you see her?” I couldn’t imagine how hard it all had to be for him. He’d lost his wife and didn’t feel like he was capable of caring for his daughter on his own. I couldn’t even imagine.


      "When I can, usually Saturdays, but she was in the city today with her grandparents. I also try to get out there a few nights during the week. It's hard because the only way to get out there is by train or bus right now. Nikki and I were sharing one car since I commuted into the city by train, and well, that car didn’t survive the accident either." He looked out the window.


      "You could ask me for a ride. I don’t mind.”


      "You’ve given me enough rides already. I'm saving up to buy a car and get a decent place that isn’t above my brother’s garage. I’m hoping to get a job that pays enough again soon. My student loans might as well be a mortgage in themselves, and we were already up to our necks in credit card debt before she died.” He shrugged. “But you can’t worry about that kind of stuff, right?”


      I nodded absently. I understood his feelings about loans even if I couldn’t possibly relate to everything else he’d been through. "I'm sorry I bugged you about the tape."


      "Ok stop.” He turned to me. “How does any of this make you feel bad about the tape?"


      "You clearly don't have much time, and I wasted it."


      "I have time, and you didn't waste it. You also gave me a ride out to see Naomi.”


      "Naomi. That's a pretty name."


      "Thanks." He smiled.


      I spent the rest of the drive trying to sort through all the revelations. I was so lost in thought the drive went faster, and before I knew it we were over the Verrazano and headed back out onto the island.


      I got off at his daughter’s exit. At least the location wasn’t mysterious anymore. And it wasn’t another woman.


      "I'll give you a call when Phil comes by with the tape."


      "Thanks." I slowed down in front of the house.


      "That means you have to see me again at least once." He unbuckled his seatbelt.


      "You'll see me again more than once."


      "Is that a promise?" He sounded vulnerable.


      "That or a threat."


      He leaned over and brushed his lips against mine. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you everything."


      "We barely know each other, you had no reason to."


      “We more than barely know each other." He opened the door and got out.


      I thought of at least ten things to say in response, but it was too late. He’d already disappeared through the door.


      I drove home slowly, not sure if my melancholy mood came from the boxes in the back or the revelation from Leo. I meant what I said. He wasn’t required to tell me anything, but I wanted him to. Somehow I wanted him to trust me enough to bare his soul. But I wasn’t baring my soul either. If I wanted him to be open with me, I was going to have to be open with him.
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      Leo’s text woke me up the next morning. I glanced at the time on my phone. Nine-thirty. I hadn’t slept that late in years. It was a weekend, so it didn’t matter, but I still felt wrong lazing around in bed.


      I read his text.


      Phil dropped the tape off if you want to swing by and get it. If not I can bring it over after work. Hope you slept well.


      I started to type a response, but I stopped. What I had to say would be much better in person.


      I got dressed, brushed my teeth, and headed over to the store. I didn’t want to leave him waiting without a response, and I didn’t want to give myself time to chicken out.


      I parked in my usual spot and walked inside. I came to a halt when I saw Leo talking to a few teenage girls.


      I stayed back. He was working, and excited or not, I needed to wait.


      Leo directed the girls to the poster area of the store. I walked further inside and caught his eye. He smiled as if testing the water, so I waved before walking over to the record section.


      The girls didn’t seem like they were going to be leaving anytime soon, so I found Leo at the desk. “I know you’re busy so I can come back later.”


      He rested his hands on the counter and leaned toward me. “Two customers doesn’t make me busy.”


      “But I need your undivided attention.”


      He raised an eyebrow. “Do you, now?”


      “I want to listen to the tape together.”


      “But that entails you letting me hear what’s on it.”


      “Exactly.” I put my hands in the back pockets of my jeans. “I wasn’t fair to you. I got annoyed you didn’t tell me everything, but I didn’t tell you about this.”


      “When do you want to listen?”


      “I can meet you at your place after work. I’ll bring my tape player.”


      “That sounds all kinds of nerdy, retro, and sexy.” He winked.


      I narrowed my eyes.


      He shrugged. “All right. Six-thirty?”


      “Or I could pick you up.”


      “I can bike home.”


      “Ok. I’ll see you then.” I leaned over the counter and kissed him.


      He startled, probably surprised, but he quickly responded. His lips moved against mine quickly, with an urgency that matched the way I felt.


      The sound of giggling had me pulling away. I sheepishly walked past the teens who were holding posters.


      “Always great to see you, Cassidy,” Leo called after me.


      “See you tonight.” I’d let the girls think whatever they wanted. They were probably right anyway.

      


      Despite some reservations, I headed over to my parents’ house. My text to make sure my mom was home had been a quick one, and I rationalized my visit by reminding myself I had nothing else to do while I waited for Leo to get off work. Sitting at home by myself didn’t seem like a bright idea either.


      Mom pulled open the door by the time I got up the front steps. “How are you?”


      “I’m fine.” I was. Confused, overwhelmed, torn… but fine.


      “Good.” She gestured for me to come in. “I made some coffee. I was glad you texted.”


      “Great, I never had any this morning.”


      “Are you sick?” She stepped toward me.


      “No, I overslept.”


      “Overslept for what?” She headed into the kitchen, and I followed.


      “Life.”


      She poured two cups of coffee. She added milk into both, and a sweetener into hers. I accepted mine, and we each took seats at the kitchen table. “How was it?”


      “It was easier than expected. Steve had my stuff packed. His too. The place was almost empty.”


      “You probably liked it better that way.”


      “I did. Made it easier.”


      “I always thought he was a nice guy, but I guess I’m not always the best judge of people.” She wrapped a hand around her mug.


      “He is nice. He’s more confused than I am. He didn’t mean to hurt me. That’s why he would have gone through with the wedding. He was terrified of breaking me.”


      “You’re not so fragile that you could be broken.”


      “I know that, but I don’t think he did.” He’d always been worried about me, he just showed it in strange ways.


      “I’m glad you realize that.”


      “My life is a cake walk compared to some other peoples’ lives.”


      “That is entirely true, but it doesn’t make yours easier. Where is this wisdom coming from?”


      “Nowhere.” I studied my coffee as though it held the answers.


      “Cassidy?”


      “Yes?” I looked up and met my mom’s eyes.


      “How’s Leo?”


      “He’s fine.” I broke eye contact again.


      “Fine?”


      “Yes. He’s fine.”


      “What aren’t you telling me?”


      “He has a daughter,” I mumbled.


      “Say that again.”


      I wasn’t sure why I was telling her except sometimes my mother was the only person I could really talk to. Other times she was the only one I couldn’t. “He has a daughter.”


      “Oh.” Her response mirrored the one I’d had the night before.


      “He’s a widow.”


      “A widow?” She set down her coffee cup. “At his age?”


      “Car accident.” I shared one of the few details I knew.


      “That poor little girl.” Mom’s face filled with sadness.


      “I know…”


      “Have you met her?”


      “No. She lives with her grandparents.”


      “Oh, why not with him?” She sipped her coffee.


      “I think he’s trying to get back on his feet.”


      “That’s understandable.” She wrapped her hands around her mug again. “I can’t even imagine.”


      “I know.”


      “This changes things for you.”


      “It doesn’t have to.” I brought the coffee to my lips and took a tentative sip.


      “It doesn’t mean you can’t be with him, but it changes things. You need to admit that to yourself before you go any further with him.”


      “You mean because I’d be part of her life too?”


      “Yes.” She nodded. “You said there are grandparents involved? It has to be the mother’s parents. He said his lived on the west coast.”


      “Yes.”


      “They might not want you around her—there are going to be obstacles.” She released her coffee. She was making a list. Planning. She was so much better at that than I was. I could do it well for work, but I couldn’t for my personal life. It was as though I was naturally compartmentalized and nothing I could do or try could change that.


      “I’m not planning to marry the guy.”


      “But you are planning to spend time with him.”


      “So what are you suggesting?”


      “I’m not suggesting anything. I’m making sure you realize what you’re getting yourself into.”


      “I don’t even know how long I’m going to be here.”


      “You’re not going back to Philly.” She knew that as well as I did.


      “No, I’m not. But I could go somewhere else.”


      “Don’t lie to yourself. You have no plans to leave anytime soon.”


      “I need to figure out what I want.”


      “That you do.” Mom sipped her coffee.


      “Don’t you have some advice?”


      “This is new territory for me, but I do know you have to figure out what you want and what you really feel for him.”


      “I feel something. There’s no question about that.”


      “Have you felt that something before?”


      “No. It’s a new something.”


      She sighed. “You are so difficult to understand.”


      “No I’m not. I’m simple.”


      “You’re not. You feel and see things so differently than I do. You’ve always been that way.”


      “And is that a bad thing?”


      “No. Not at all. Sometimes I think you get more out of life than I do.”


      “I’m going to see what happens.”


      “Good.” She took another slow sip of coffee. “You can’t get anywhere in life if you don’t take chances.”


      “You’re usually the one warning me to be careful.”


      “Now isn’t the time for that. You’ve already jumped out of the plane. You might as well enjoy the fall.”


      “The fall? Isn’t that a bad analogy?”


      “No. It’s a fall—but that doesn’t mean it has to be bad. Sometimes the best parts of life come after you’ve fallen the furthest.”


      “That strangely makes sense.”


      “I know you don’t think I can relate, but I’ve lived a life too. I’ve made mistakes and fallen flat on my face, but I always got back up.”


      I stood and gave her a hug. “That was a way more helpful pep talk than I expected.”


      “I’ll pretend that wasn’t a back handed insult.”


      “It wasn’t.” I returned to my coffee. I needed caffeine to keep me on my game.

      


      The afternoon dragged on agonizingly slow. I went for a walk in the park, parking legally this time. It gave me something to do; however, it also made me think about Leo more, which wasn’t necessarily the best thing.


      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to think about him, but I didn’t want to think about how much I wanted him. I wasn’t used to that feeling. Usually in the beginning of a relationship I wasn’t concerned with what it would become. With Leo it was different. I was desperate to know if we’d work out. I’d never wanted a magic eight ball more.


      I finished my light hike and returned home in time to shower and change before driving over to his apartment. I was five minutes early, but this time I didn’t sit in the car.


      I took a seat on the top step. I had more time to overthink things, which wasn’t good, but it was only five minutes. I’d been waiting all day. Surely I could handle five minutes more.


      I heard footsteps and jumped up expecting to see Leo. Instead it was a woman who appeared to be in her mid-thirties. Her blonde hair was tied back, and her black skirt suit was paired with high heels that clattered on every step as she made her way up.


      She paused on the step below me and held out her hand. “You must be Cassidy.”


      She was so confident and was acting like she owned the place. That meant she probably did. “Hi. Are you Leo’s sister-in-law?” I returned her handshake.


      “Yes. I’m Gabby.” She smiled.


      “Nice to meet you.” I forced down my nerves. There was no reason to be nervous. I was an adult and had every right to be visiting Leo.


      “Same to you. I’ve heard a lot about you, which says a lot if you know Leo.”


      “Oh.” I was surprised he’d talked to his family about me.


      “Oh?”


      “I didn’t realize he’d mentioned me.” He’d been so secretive with me I assumed he was secretive with everyone.


      “He hasn’t been out with a girl in ages, and he’s been out with you nearly every day since he met you. He also willingly talked about you, which says a lot.”


      “Now I’m nervous about what he told you.”


      “Your name, that you’re a few years younger than him, just broke off an engagement. You have an uncanny amount of things in common with him.”


      “That sums it up mostly.” I didn’t need to bring up the job thing since I was no longer unemployed.


      “He’s a good guy.”


      “I know.” I wrapped my arms around myself.


      “Please don’t hurt him.” Her eyes pleaded with me.


      “I wasn’t planning on it.”


      “He seems strong, but he’s fragile in his own way. Do you know his story? Has he finally told you?”


      “Yeah. He did.”


      “Then you can understand when I tell you he has these crazy walls built up—he has had them for as long as I’ve known him, but Nikki got under them. When she died he went into this depressed state. Then he snapped back.”


      “For Naomi.” I wanted Gabby to know I knew about her.


      “So he told you about her too?”


      “Yes.” I didn’t mention how long I’d known.


      “And you are here, which means you didn’t run away.”


      “Why would I run away?”


      “You’re in your twenties. When I was in my twenties I would have run from a guy with a kid.”


      “Listen, I don’t know what he told you, but we’re still getting to know each other.”


      “Is that your way of saying you plan to run when you have had your fun?” She scowled.


      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m saying I don’t know what either of us want from this. I’m willing to give it a shot if he is, but I also don’t want to push myself into his life if I’m not wanted.”


      “You’re wanted.”


      “We’ll see.” I shifted nervously.


      “I hope things work out for you guys. He seems happy, and he deserves to be happy.”


      “He does.” That didn’t mean his happiness needed to come from being with me.


      Leo rode his bike into the driveway, ending our conversation.


      “It was nice to meet you Cassidy.” Gabby smiled.


      “Same to you.” I smiled back before she walked down the stairs. I followed, feeling funny about waiting outside Leo’s door now.


      “Uh, hey Gabby…” Leo looked between us.


      “I was introducing myself to your friend.” She patted his shoulder. “Don’t be a stranger.” She walked off toward the main house.


      Leo watched her walk away. “Sorry if she said anything at all inappropriate.”


      “No, she was nice.”


      He gazed at me. “You look weird. She said something.”


      “No, really. I’m just nervous about the tape.” I held up the tape player.


      “You promise that’s it?” He narrowed his eyes.


      “Yes.” Nothing she said had changed how I already felt.


      “Ok. Well it’s nice to come home to you waiting for me.” He walked his bike into the garage.


      “Yeah, I was impatient and got here early.”


      “Impatient to hear the tape or to see me?”


      “Both.”


      “Good answer.” He took my hand and headed toward the stairs I’d just descended.


      “How was the rest of your day?”


      “Uneventful.” He reached the top step.


      “Yours?”


      “I had coffee with my mom.”


      “How was that?” He unlocked his door.


      “Great. Kind of exactly what I needed today.”


      “Always a good thing.” He opened the door and gestured for me to walk in.


      He walked right over to his dresser. “I’m kind of sweaty.” He walked back over shirtless and holding a new t-shirt.


      I enjoyed watching him pull on the fresh shirt a little bit too much.


      He caught me looking. “If I did that to you I’d probably get in trouble, huh?”


      “No. I’m an equal opportunity ogler.”


      “Is that a thing?”


      “Probably not, but I’m going to pretend it is.”


      He walked over and put his hands on my hips. “Thanks for that kiss earlier today.”


      “You’re thanking me for kisses now?”


      “One as unexpected as that. I stopped worrying and got to enjoy the rest of my day.”


      “I can’t say the same.”


      “Why not?” He leaned in.


      “I’m nervous.”


      “About the tape?”


      “About the tape. About you.”


      “There’s nothing to be nervous about me.” He leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine. “Should we listen?”


      “Yes.” I took a seat on the couch, clutching my tape player. He pulled a clear tape out of his messenger bag and sat down. I waited nervously. “Wait.”


      “Ok.” He rested the tape on his lap.


      “This tape is probably going to seem really silly to you.”


      “It’s not.”


      “It is. I can promise that.”


      “I’m not going to find it silly. It’s important to you.”


      “You promise not to laugh?”


      “As long as it’s not funny.”


      “Ok, then. Let’s try this tape.”


      I watched with my eyes glued on the tape player.


      I braced myself. The air filled with the sound of recorded silence that only happened with cassette tapes. I startled as loud and horrible heavy metal music filled the room. “What is that?”


      “You tell me. It’s your tape.”


      “That’s not my tape.” I pressed fast forward and then play again. The same music played. “This isn’t my tape. Where’s my tape?”


      “This is the one Phil gave me.” He took the tape out and put it in the other way. He pressed play and a different but equally as bad metal song started.


      “He gave you the wrong one.” I fought to keep my voice level. This wasn’t Leo’s fault.


      “Ok. I’ll call him.”


      I waited while he called and then shook his head. “He’s not picking up.”


      “Can you text him?”


      “He doesn’t have that kind of phone.”


      “What phone doesn’t let you text?” I narrowed my eyes.


      “A retro Nokia from the late 90s.”


      “Of course.” I shook my head.


      “We’ll find your tape.” He tapped my leg.


      “This was stupid anyway.” I walked over to the window and looked out. With everything Leo had been through, my experience was nothing.


      He put a hand on my arm. “It’s not stupid. It’s important to you.”


      “Do you remember the last time you were happy?” I focused on a tree in the distance.


      “Yes. When I can home to find you here.”


      “I mean truly happy.” I turned to look at him.


      “Is there a difference between happy and truly happy?”


      “Yes. I mean really, truly, whole body happy. The kind of happy that lasts for days, or months, or years and you—”


      “I’m going to stop you right there.”


      “Why?”


      “Because that doesn’t exist.”


      “Yes it does.” It had to. Otherwise what was the point of anything?


      “Ok, instead of this turning into an argument, I’ll turn your question on you. When’s the last time you felt that way?”


      “When I was eleven.”


      “That was a long time ago.”


      “It was.”


      “You haven’t been happy in over fifteen years?”


      “I’ve had fleeting moments of it, but not that all-encompassing feeling.”


      “Which doesn’t exist.”


      “I thought you were humoring me.” I sighed.


      “I am. Continue.”


      “When I was little I had a best friend.”


      “Many children do.”


      “Leo.” I glared at him.


      “Go on.” He gestured with his hand.


      “The kind of best friend you do everything with. We were inseparable from kindergarten on, and I was never happier than when we were together.”


      “Sounds like a good sort of friend.”


      “She was. She got me. I could always be myself with her in a way I couldn’t be with anyone else.”


      “And I am guessing she was the other half of the awesome twosome that was written on the tape?” He pointed to this one even though the label wasn’t there.


      “Yes.”


      “What happened? Why is this story in past tense?”


      “She got sick and died in sixth grade.”


      “Wow. Young.”


      “Very. She developed leukemia.” I still remembered the day I found out. I’d held in my tears until I was alone in my room, but I hadn’t stopped for hours.


      “And your life changed after that?”


      “I never made a friend like her again.” To be fair I’d never tried as hard as I could have.


      “Never?”


      “Never. I’ve had friends, but no one who’s stayed around long. No one who has really gotten me.”


      “I get you.” He took my hand.


      “You seem too, which is weird because I barely know you.”


      “We’ll find the tape.”


      “It doesn’t matter.”


      “It does matter. We’ll find it.”


      “I don’t want you taking any more time away from your daughter.”


      “I want to spend time with you. You make me happy. Maybe I don’t agree that there is such a thing as complete, all-encompassing happiness, but I do understand the importance of being happy. You make me happy. I want to make you happy.” He took my hands in his. “When you are happy, I’m happy. I can give more to my daughter when I’m happy. I understand loneliness and an empty feeling that won’t go away.”


      “The tape isn’t going to change that for me.”


      “Of course it won’t.” He squeezed my hand. “But maybe it will give you closure, or maybe it won’t.”


      “It’s why I quit my job.” I walked back to the sofa. I’d already started barring my soul, so I decided to go with it.


      “Meaning?”


      “I worked in-house at an insurance company. One of my cases had to do with a little girl with leukemia. We denied coverage for an experimental treatment. She died. I know the treatment may not have worked, but it would have been a chance. A chance is something. Of course I had to defend our company against the decision.” I pulled my knees up to my chest. “I just couldn’t. We were wrong in so many ways, but legally there were loopholes in the contract. It didn’t cover it.”


      “And then everything clicks into place.” He sat on the couch and pulled me into his arms.


      “I can’t do it anymore.”


      “You aren’t doing it. You quit.”


      “But what am I going to do? I can’t work for Clay my whole life.”


      “It’s been a week.”


      “So?” I wiped away tears I regretted shedding. I had no right to cry over something like this in front of Leo.


      “You get time to figure out what you want and need. Life sucks sometimes. It does. I know it as well as you do, but you have to get back up.”


      “You’re strong. You’re lucky.”


      “You’re strong too. You did amazing yesterday.”


      “Putting boxes in the car?”


      “You packed up your old life. You did it and kept your game face on. You knew you’d made the right decision, and you didn’t look back. That’s strength.”


      “I guess so.”


      “Trust me, I know.” He put his arm behind me on the couch.


      “Get Naomi back with you.”


      “What if I suck at it?”


      “At what?”


      “Being her caregiver?” His eyes were filled with such fear.


      “You’ve done it before.”


      “Nikki did it all. I worked all the time.”


      “You could take it slow.”


      “We’ll see. But right now there is only one thing we might be able to fix.”


      “And what’s that?”


      “Getting you your closure.” He shifted on the sofa next to me. “You up for a drive to see Phil and find out where your tape is?”


      “Sure, and I can drop you off to see Naomi after.”


      “I’m not using you to get rides to see my daughter.”


      “But we’ll be really close.”


      “I saw her this morning—I don’t have—” His expression didn’t match his words.


      “You do. You need to see her any chance you get.”


      “I know. I miss her. I miss seeing her every night.”


      “So you will again tonight. I can pick you up before work tomorrow—”


      “No. We can stop by together and then come home. We’re staying here tonight.” He patted the couch even though I was sure he didn’t mean there literally.


      “I like to help.”


      “I know that, but that doesn’t mean you can avoid reality because of it.”


      “I’m not ignoring reality.”


      “We’ve spent one night together. Aren’t you in the least bit curious what would happen if you stayed again?”


      “I’m scared.” I’d already started opening up and continuing with it was becoming easier.


      “Scared? Is there something I should know?”


      I sighed. “I’m falling for you.”


      “Great, because I’ve already fallen for you. That doesn’t make me scared.”


      “But I’ve never done the casual, temporary thing. I don’t know if I’ll be very good at handling the end.”


      “Why are we talking about the end at the beginning?”


      “Because for some inexplicable reason I need to know. I need to know how we end.”


      “And you assume there will be an end? You can’t imagine this working out?” He gestured to us both.


      “Everything ends.”


      “It does. Trust me. My wife died. I get that, but you can’t spend your life afraid of the end.”


      “I’ve never been before.” I crossed my arms.


      “Yes you have.”


      “Have not.” I shook my head. “You wouldn’t know.”


      “You stayed with Steve because you were afraid.”


      “That’s different.”


      “You were afraid of the end.” He looked deep into my eyes. “Don’t be afraid. It’s going to ruin the ride.”


      “Let’s do this.” I stood up before I sabatoged things even more with my doubts.


      “That’s the spirit.” He grinned.
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      I stayed back a few feet while Leo knocked on the side door to Phil’s garage. I felt strange intruding, so I figured I’d let Leo handle it since they were actually friends.


      He knocked on the garage door a few times. “All right, I’ll see if his mom is home.”


      “Wait. This is his parents’ house?”


      “Says the girl who was living in her parents’ basement until a few days ago.”


      “I wasn’t judging. I was only asking.” I put a hand across my chest.


      “You were judging.” He walked over to the front door, and I continued to hang back.


      He knocked on the front door, and a woman opened it. “Hi, Leo.”


      “Hi, Mrs. Lane. Is Phil around?”


      “He’s in the city. Some concert or another.”


      “Ok, thanks.” Leo turned away.


      “Is that your new girlfriend?” She pointed at me.


      “Yeah, I’m not sure why she’s waiting five miles away though.”


      I felt blood rush to my face.


      “Phil said you picked a cute one. Maybe try to find him a girl, Leo. He could use it.”


      “I’ll see if she has any friends.” Leo smiled.


      “I’m glad to see you moving on with someone. I know it’s been a rough time for you.” She touched his shoulder gently.


      “Thanks. I am too.” He waved and walked back to meet me. “Can you be any weirder?”


      “Yes. I can be way weirder than this.”


      “It’s his mom. She wasn’t going to bite.”


      “I felt funny since Phil barely even knows me.”


      “And that matters?” He held open my door. I was starting to get used to him doing that.


      “You agreed I was your girlfriend.”


      “Would you have preferred I say no?” He got in.


      “Of course not.” I buckled my seatbelt.


      “Why do women obsess over labels so much more than men?”


      “We don’t.” I backed out of the driveway.


      “You do. You are doing it now. You are trying to figure out if I really meant it.”


      “It was nice to see that you didn’t hesitate.” I moved the spotlight off of me. He’d been the one who’d made the statement.


      “But no reading into the fact that I’m going to call you my friend to my daughter. She’s too young to get anything else.”


      “Of course. Are we’re going there now?”


      “You still up for it?”


      “Are you?” I slowed down. “I mean introducing anyone to your daughter…”


      “She can handle meeting a friend of mine. You’re the one I’m more worried about.”


      I laughed dryly. I knew he was half-kidding, but I had to say something. “I should hate you for the way you insult me all the time.”


      “You insult me just as often.”


      “I do not.”


      “You do.”


      “Ok, stop. I’m nervous enough already.” I turned out of Phil’s neighborhood.


      “Nervous about meeting a three-year old?” He raised an eyebrow.


      “She’s your daughter. Besides, I assume your in-laws will be there.”


      “Why does that matter?”


      “They may not like you bringing a girl around their daughter’s kid.”


      “She’s my kid too.” He shook his head. “And they knew it would eventually happen.”


      “Does that mean I’m the first one you’re introducing her too?”


      “You’re the first girl I’ve been interested in. Why would I have introduced anyone else?”


      “You haven’t known me long. We can wait.”


      “You’re not changing my mind. Either you come or we go home now. I’d prefer to see my daughter, but I’m not getting dropped off.”


      “Why?”


      “Because you keep saying my being a dad doesn’t change things, so you’re going to prove it.”


      “Fine.”


      “That does not mean standing outside ten feet from the house.”


      “Obviously.”


      “Is it obvious?”


      “Stop.” I turned onto his in-laws street.


      “You need to relax.”


      “I can’t.”


      “You can. You are an attorney. You’ve done harder things than this.”


      “I know.” I’d dealt with plenty, but at the moment this situation had my head spinning.


      “Then do it.”


      I pulled into the driveway. “How are they going to react?”


      “My in-laws?”


      “Yes.”


      “I texted my mother-in-law. They know.” He opened his door.


      I turned off the car and got out. I tried to stay calm. This wasn’t that big of a deal. We would go in and see them, and then we’d leave. Over and done. Except it wasn’t. This was Leo’s daughter and her grandparents. If I wanted something to work out with Leo, I’d have to see them way more than once.


      As soon as I reached where Leo waited in front of the car, he started for the front door.


      “Daddy!” The door flung open and a tiny little girl jumped into Leo’s arms.


      “Hey, honey.”


      I froze. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.


      “Who’s she?” The brown-haired girl pointed to me.


      “This is my friend, Cassidy.”


      “Hi. I’m Naomi.” She smiled shyly while holding on around Leo’s neck.


      “Hi, Naomi.”


      “Invite her in already,” A woman called from inside the house.


      “Come on in.” Leo grinned.


      I nodded and followed Leo and Naomi inside.


      “You’re young.” A woman probably in her early seventies walked over. “Very young.”


      “Me?”


      “Who else would I mean?” She had deep circles under her eyes that aged her far more than her gray hair.


      I glanced at Leo for help, but he was getting settled on the floor with Naomi to play with some blocks. “I’m not that young.”


      “Younger than Leo.”


      “By a few years. I’m twenty-seven.”


      “Oh. Not as young as you look.”


      “Thanks, I think.”


      She held out her hand. “I’m Daphne.”


      I accepted her handshake. “Nice to meet you.” I’d had far too many awkward meetings lately.


      “I’m glad you’re not as young as you look. Leo doesn’t need another kid in his life.”


      “Oh. We’re just—”


      “Save the bullshit, honey.”


      I coughed. “Uh…”


      “You’re not his friend any more than I’m thirty years old.”


      I said nothing. I had no idea how to respond. How was Leo missing all of this?


      “It was bound to happen. I’m just glad you’re not a kid like I said.”


      “You really think Leo would date someone way younger?”


      “The old Leo? No. But he hasn’t been himself.”


      “He’s still himself.”


      “Naomi needs him.”


      “I know.” I watched them play.


      “Needs him to be there every day. He has to snap out of this. It’s been over a year.”


      “Oh. I hadn’t realized it had been…” I looked away. I felt like an intruder. I hoped I wasn’t making things harder on the grandparents by being there.


      “Since Nikki died.” Her face fell. “He held it together at first, but then he crumbled a few months later.”


      “He’s going to get a permanent and steady job again.” He had the credentials, he just needed to be ready to face the business world again.


      “You really think that has anything to do with why she’s living with us?”


      “I don’t know honestly.”


      “He’s scared. He doesn’t think he’s good enough.”


      “But he is, isn’t he?” I assumed she’d be honest.


      “He’s her father. He loves her. He’ll figure it out.”


      “Then why haven’t you made him?”


      “You can’t make someone do something until they are ready. He will be, and then I’ll miss her when she leaves to live with him.” Daphne teared up.


      “He’ll still bring her over all the time. You’d still see her.”


      “I know, but life isn’t as simple as you think.”


      “I know it isn’t.” At least I was beginning to understand that.


      “You can join them.” She pointed toward the floor.


      “I don’t want to intrude.”


      “Then what’s the point in being here? If you’re afraid of her, you’ll never get to know her.”


      “I’m not afraid. I’m being respectful.”


      “You two are never going to get anywhere. You are as bad as him.” She shook her head. “He also worries too much.” She continued shaking her head as she walked out of the room.


      I kneeled down on the floor near them.


      “Can you build a big building?” Naomi pointed to me.


      “I could try.”


      “Daddy isn’t very good at it.”


      “Really? I’d think he would be.” I started to pile up some blocks.


      “He takes forever.”


      “I like to be careful.” Leo placed a block on top of the small tower.


      “He’s slow.” Naomi frowned.


      I smiled. “Do you like building fast?”


      “Yes. And I want it so tall it reaches the sky.” She jumped up. “The real sky.”


      “I don’t know if we have enough blocks for that, but we can try.” I continued to build them.


      Leo leaned back on his hands. “Cassidy is as impatient as you.”


      “What’s impatient?” Naomi wrinkled up her nose.


      “In a rush. Or unwilling to wait,” Leo explained.


      She seemed to consider his words, and then she nodded. “I am like that.”


      I laughed. “It’s not a bad thing.”


      “That’s tall!” She looked at my tower. “Really tall.”


      “Not to the sky yet.”


      “But close. Real close.”


      “Closer than when your daddy does it?”


      “Yes!” She jumped up and down a little too close causing the blocks to topple down. Her face fell, but before she could cry Leo grabbed her from behind.


      She started to giggle as he bundled her up in his arms. “The block monster is here.”


      “Daddy!” She yelled through her giggles.


      I sat down with my legs crossed over and watched. He wasn’t giggling, but his smile was just as big as his daughter’s.


      "Can we get ice cream?" Naomi looked at her Dad with puppy dog eyes.


      "Ice cream?" Leo looked at his watch. "It's almost eight. Which reminds me, we never ate dinner."


      "Please, Daddy." She smiled angelically while maintaining the eyes. The girl had talent.


      "Take her for ice cream," Daphne called into the room. "Have fun for a change."


      "Yay! Ice cream! Ice cream!” She jumped up and down.


      I stood up and waited for Leo’s answer.


      "I guess we're having ice cream for dinner." Leo shook his head.


      "I did that the other night with my mom." I bent down to Naomi's height. "You aren't the only one who likes it."


      I stood next to Naomi in the driveway as Leo installed her car seat. It was strange seeing one in my car. It wasn't something I'd expected to see for a long time.


      "All set." Leo picked up Naomi and strapped her into her seat. I waited for him to close her door before getting in. Once Leo was in I turned on the engine.


      "My daddy and mommy used to have a car."


      "What kind of car?" I carefully backed out of the driveway.


      "A white kind."


      "Did they drive you fun places?"


      "Sometimes. My mommy wanted a red kind of car."


      I fought back tears. "Red is a great color."


      "Black is pretty too. I like this car." This kid was too much. At age three she had more social graces than most adults.


      "Thank you, Naomi."


      "There's a Friendly's nearby if that works." Leo turned toward me.


      "Works for me if Naomi agrees."


      "Yes." A quick glance in the rear view mirror showed her grinning. She was enjoying her late evening outing.


      I followed Leo’s directions and found the restaurant. I parked and waited for Leo to unbuckle Naomi. We walked inside and got a table for three. That was another new experience.


      “I get the monster sundae.” Naomi tapped a picture in the menu of mint chip ice cream with an M&M face and peanut butter cup ears.


      “That’s new. They used to only have the clown one.”


      “I like this one better.”


      “I’m going to have a peanut butter cup sundae.” I had a weakness for anything peanut butter and chocolate.


      “I like peanut butter, but not with ice cream.”


      “We all like different things.”


      “Daddy eats weird things with his ice cream.”


      I turned to Leo. “Care to explain?”


      “She means nuts. I like nuts on my ice cream.”


      Naomi wrinkled her nose. “Weird things.”


      “Did you know peanut butter comes from a nut?”


      She seemed pensive. “But peanut butter is not weird.”


      “I think the fact that you eat ice cream with a face is weird,” Leo teased.


      Naomi stuck out her tongue at him, and I laughed.


      A waitress came over, and we placed our orders—Leo got a hot fudge sundae with nuts.


      Naomi and I colored on her menu, something Leo seemed to find amusing. I ignored him. I hadn’t had an excuse to color with crayons in a long time.


      I happily put down my crayons when the ice cream arrived. It had also been ages since I’d had a true ice cream sundae.


      “Yummy.” Naomi happily devoured her ice cream, getting half of it on herself and the table. Leo ignored the mess. I was tempted to clean it up, but I was worried I’d cross some invisible line. I wasn’t sure what I was and wasn’t allowed to do.


      As soon as she finished he wiped everything, including her face. Lesson learned. He liked to wait and clean everything at the end.


      Less than a half hour after we arrived, we’d paid and were heading back outside.


      “I love ice cream.” Naomi skipped toward the car while holding onto Leo’s hand.


      “We know.” Leo laughed.


      “Nana says it makes me silly.” She giggled.


      “Silly can be good.” At least I thought so.


      “Unless you’re the one in charge of bedtime.”


      “Oh. Good point.” I remembered that from my babysitting days.


      “Cassidy should read me my book tonight.”


      “Only if she wants to.” Leo glanced at me.


      I unlocked my car. “What kind of book?”


      “You can pick. I have lots.”


      “I don’t mind reading, but that’s up to your Nana too.”


      “Why?” Naomi asked as Leo strapped her in.


      “Because it’s her house.”


      “It’s my house too,” Naomi argued.


      “It is.” I nodded. I couldn’t argue with her logic there.


      I got in to the driver’s seat and waited for Leo.


      He buckled his seatbelt. “Thanks for taking us out for ice cream.”


      “You paid.” I backed out of the spot.


      “But you drove.”


      “I enjoyed my ice cream too.”


      We made the short drive back to Daphne’s house.


      “I think you were saved from reading.” Leo pointed the back seat. Naomi was fast asleep.


      “I guess she won’t be brushing her teeth tonight.”


      “Worse things have happened.” He got out.


      I had her door opened before he got around and waited as he carefully unbuckled her. As he walked to the front door, I struggled to remove the seat from the back.


      “I can do that.”


      I turned at the sound of the unfamiliar male voice and came face to face with who had to be Daphne’s husband. “Oh, thanks.”


      “Not a problem.” He easily removed the seat.


      “I’m Ron.” He set down the seat and held out his hand.


      I returned the hand shake. “I’m Cassidy.”


      “She’s a cutie isn’t she?”


      “Naomi? Yeah. Adorable.”


      “She’ll get you wrapped around her finger if you’re not careful.”


      “I bet.”


      “I want you to know you aren’t unwelcome.” He watched me through his thick glasses.


      “But that doesn’t mean I’m welcome.” The words fell out of my mouth.


      “It does, but it’s not easy.”


      “I’m sorry for your loss. I cannot even imagine.”


      “No one can.” He looked off. “But none of that is your fault. Don’t get confused and feel like it somehow was.”


      “Thanks.”


      He nodded and disappeared with the seat inside.


      I got in the car to wait for Leo. I assumed he was still planning to leave, but either way he’d have to come out. Five minutes later he reappeared.


      “You have a beautiful little girl.” As soon as he buckled I backed out of the driveway.


      “Thanks. She’s the light of my life.”


      “I can see that.” I wove through the residential neighborhood.


      “Thanks for being so cool about things tonight.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Going out for ice cream, coloring. That wasn’t what you signed up for.”


      “I didn’t sign up for anything.”


      “Exactly.”


      I pulled onto the parkway, ready for the half hour drive.


      He turned to me. “So you still want to stay over with me tonight?”


      “I actually need to go home.”


      “Oh.” His voice was emotionless.


      “You know feed Fluffy and everything.”


      “We could stop there first, or stay there…”


      “We both have work tomorrow.”


      “All right. Got it.” He looked out the window.


      “But maybe another night.” I didn’t want to fall into anything deeper until I knew what I wanted. Avoiding falling meant avoiding spending the night.


      “I’ll follow up with Phil tomorrow.”


      “It’s fine. I already told you it isn’t a big deal.”


      “I’ll keep you posted.”


      “Thanks.” I adjusted my hands on the wheel. I was tired and ready to be home.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Sixteen

        

      

    

    
      I paced back and forth in the living room. What the hell was I doing? I was alone in an apartment above a store on Long Island. I was living in the town I swore I’d never move back to, starting a job I’d never planned to do, and quasi-dating a guy who was exactly the kind I didn’t need in my life. Yet I wanted him in my life.


      I pulled out my phone and did what I’d wanted to do for the past hour. You still up? I hit send on my text.


      Leo replied right away. Yes. I assume you are too.


      I smiled picturing how amused he probably was by his answer. I didn’t give myself the chance to change my mind. I pulled a zip-up hooded sweatshirt on over my pajama top and grabbed my purse. I wasn’t going to get sleep, and I wasn’t going to feel any better sitting around all night.


      My phone buzzed with another text. Was there a reason for your question?


      I ignored his text. It would only slow me down and give me the chance to chicken out.


      The roads were dark and empty as I made my way over to Leo’s. I lowered the windows and enjoyed the crisp air. A few minutes later I pulled into the driveway and parked back around by the garage.


      I took the steps slowly, staring down at my feet. I wasn’t sure if I was being crazy or smart, and I wasn’t sure if I even knew the difference between the two anymore. I glanced up and found Leo standing in his open doorway wearing only a pair of boxers and a huge grin.


      I smiled. “Hi.”


      “Hi.” He gave me an amused smile as he held open the door.


      I walked inside and took a seat on the couch.


      He sat down next to me. “I guess this is why you wanted to know whether or not I was awake.”


      “I wanted to see you.”


      He turned to look at me. “I wanted to see you too.”


      “You probably think I’ve got multiple personalities.”


      “No, I think you’re scared.”


      “Scared of what?” I looked down at my hands in my lap.


      “Of what you feel.”


      I made myself look up and meet his eye. “I don’t want to be afraid.”


      “Then don’t be.”


      “You make it sound easy.”


      “It is easy.” He ran his hand down my back. “Once you let go.”


      “I don’t want to get hurt.” I rested my head on his chest.


      “You are already hurt. Don’t bother denying it. You can pretend what happened with your ex didn’t hurt, but it did. And it’s not because you’re not with him anymore.”


      “Then what is it?”


      “It’s because you can’t blame your unhappiness on the relationship anymore. You lost your excuse.”


      “I wish you were wrong,” I mumbled against him.


      “You can be happy, Cassidy. You have to be open to it. You have to take a risk.”


      I lifted my head and met his eyes. “I came over here in the middle of the night in my pajamas.”


      “Is that what you’re wearing under that?” He gestured to my sweatshirt.


      “Yes. I didn’t want to waste the time getting dressed.”


      “Were you afraid I’d board my plane before you got here?”


      I laughed. “I realize my life isn’t a romantic comedy.”


      He smiled. “I love how you understood that reference.”


      I touched his shoulder. “I love that you made it.”


      “I’m glad you came over.”


      “I’m glad you were still up.”


      “I’m usually up.” He shrugged.


      “Maybe we can change that.” I started to unzip my sweatshirt.


      He covered my hand with his as I continued to pull the zipper down the track. “I slept more the night you were here than I have in months.”


      “Maybe it was the sex.”


      “It was more than the sex.” He pushed my sweatshirt off my shoulders, revealing my cami.


      “But it was good sex.”


      “Incredible sex.” He brushed my hair back from my neck.


      I pulled my cami over my head, baring my breasts. “I want more of it.”


      His eyes widened as he took me in. “So do I.”


      He leaned over me, essentially pushing me back against the couch. He stayed above me.


      “You watch me a lot.”


      He nodded. “I do.”


      “Why?”


      “I can’t help but marvel at beautiful things.”


      Coming from some guys the line would have been corny, but it wasn’t at all coming from him. “Thank you.”


      “No, thank you.” He lowered his mouth to my breast, and I closed my eyes. I was going to enjoy every moment and every sensation. I couldn’t know how many times I would get to enjoy it, and I was going to have to be okay with that. Nothing in life was guaranteed, and I was going to seize the moment.


      I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer while I ran my lips down his neck. He moaned against my breast.


      I slipped my hand inside his boxers and took him in my hand. He moaned again louder.


      “You need to come over every night.” He released my breast and looked into my eyes.


      “If this is the kind of welcome I’m going to get, then I definitely will.”


      “Think you’re up for my small bed again?”


      “What’s wrong with here?”


      “My thoughts exactly.” His lips crashed into mine.


      I responded, getting lost in his kiss as we haphazardly shed the rest of our clothes, neither of us caring where anything fell.


      His hand moved between my legs, but I pushed him away. I didn’t want foreplay. I wanted him.


      He nodded, understanding my need. I waited impatiently while he left to get a condom. When he returned I closed my eyes as he thrust into me and took me to the place that only he could.

      


      “You have such a beautiful smile.” He ran his fingers up and down my arm.


      “Thanks. I used to be self-conscious about it. I tried to hide my teeth.”


      “What’s wrong with your teeth?”


      “Nothing really, I just thought my tooth filled smiled was a little bit too much.”


      “It’s perfect. Do it more.”


      “I do when I’m with you.” My cheeks were starting to hurt from doing it so much more than normal.


      “Maybe that should tell you something.”


      “It does.” I snuggled against his side. “I don’t want to move.”


      “Then don’t.”


      “You want to sleep here?”


      “Yes.” He left the couch, but before I could protest he returned with a blanket.


      I smiled once again as he returned to the same spot he’d been in.


      “You told me you don’t believe in all-encompassing happiness, so what kind of happiness do you believe in?”


      “The kind you make and consciously work to keep.” He brushed his lips against my forehead.


      “Happiness isn’t supposed to take work.”


      “Anything worth having is worth the work. I discovered that the hard way.”


      “Nikki…” I spoke softly, not sure what affect her name would have on the magic of the evening.


      “I was never home. I focused on my job. I didn’t know how much I had until she was gone.”


      “I’m sorry.” I had no other words.


      “I don’t want you to be sorry.” He cupped my face in his hands. “I want you to make your own happiness. I noticed two things about you when we first met.”


      “My weirdness?”


      He smiled. “Ok, three.”


      “What were the others?”


      “Your smile and the loneliness behind your eyes.”


      “You have that look too.” I ran my hand down his face.


      “I know.” He closed his eyes.


      “Naomi seems happy.”


      “She is most of the time, but it’s been a rough road.”


      “You’re a good dad whether you believe it or not.”


      “You can’t know that from watching us interact once.”


      “No, but I can tell from spending time with you.”


      “It’s what keeps me going. I have to pull my life together because she still has an entire life to live.”


      “You have a lot left of yours too.” I entwined my hand with his.


      He opened his eyes. “I’m hoping I do.”


      “Where would you live if you could live anywhere?”


      “In the middle of nowhere.”


      “As in off-the grid, middle of nowhere or the country?”


      “Country.”


      “I’m not a city girl. I learned that the hard way in Philly.” I liked the bustle, but in the end I preferred the quiet and easy parking.


      “Perfect. When do we buy our cabin in the woods?”


      I laughed. “Yeah, no thanks.”


      “We can have indoor plumbing and maybe a light or two.”


      “What about Naomi?” Even though he was joking, it didn’t feel right to picture a pretend world that didn’t include her.


      “She hasn’t discovered video games yet. We’re good.”


      I laughed again, and it felt so good. “I think we could wait on the cabin, but I wouldn’t mind another walk in the park.”


      “Do you like camping?”


      “I’ve never been.” That was something my brother and dad did together. My mom and I never went with them.


      He sat up. “You’ve never been camping?”


      I shook my head.


      “That settles it. We’re going.”


      “When?”


      “What’s your work schedule?”


      “It can’t be too many hours, and my guess is it’s flexible. I’m convinced Clay is giving me a pity job.”


      “Does that matter? If you can help him out and earn the money then both of you win.”


      “True.”


      “We’ll find a time.”


      “Your couch is comfortable.” I touched the leather cushion beneath us.


      “It is, but I think it’s more about the company than the furniture.”


      “I agree.”


      He pulled our hands to his chest. “I wish I knew more about you.”


      “Like what?”


      “How your brain works.”


      “Uh, way to narrow it down.”


      “Are your dreams realistic?” He ran his lips down my neck.


      “Very. I can never tell that they’re actually dreams until I wake up.”


      “Do you have nightmares a lot?”


      “When I’m stressed.” I’d had tons of them over the past year.


      “So all the time then?”


      I pushed his arm. “A lot.”


      “Are they in color?”


      “Yeah… just like real life.”


      “Do you get nightmares from scary movies?”


      “Yes, but I still watch them.” They were the safe way to experience fear.


      “So you have a vivid imagination.”


      “You wouldn’t be the first to say that.”


      “I have one too.”


      “I’m not surprised.” He was creative. He had that way about him.


      “Sometimes I see one thing, and I start to build a whole world of ideas around it.”


      “Maybe you were meant to be a writer.”


      “Maybe.”


      “I worry. I see something, and I think about everything that will happen before it reaches its end.”


      “And on that upbeat note…”


      “You wanted honesty. You’re getting honesty.”


      “Then I’ll lighten my questions.” He shifted. “What’s the craziest thing you’ve ever done?”


      “Broke into the abandoned Kings Park Psych center at night.”


      He narrowed his eyes. “You?”


      “It was during my rebel stage in high school.”


      “Ok.” He leaned up on an elbow. “What did you do when you broke in?”


      “Nothing. I spent the whole time worried we’d get busted or attacked by some ghosts.”


      He rolled his eyes. “What a waste.”


      “What about you? What’s the craziest thing you’ve ever done?”


      “Marriage.”


      “Be real.”


      “I am. I got married to a woman I’d only known six months.”


      “Wait, seriously?” I leaned up slightly.


      “Completely.”


      “What made you do it so quickly?”


      “I knew she was the right one. I didn’t see any reason to wait.”


      “And was she?”


      “Are you asking whether I had a happy marriage?”


      “Kind of.” It was a personal question, but we were lying together naked after sex. How much more personal could you get?


      “I loved her more the day she died than I did the day I married her. She was an incredible woman and an incredible mother. We fought sometimes, but then again everyone does.”


      “If this is too hard for you to talk about we don’t have to.”


      “I never talk about it, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t.”


      “But it might be weird now.” I glanced down at the blanket that was the only thing covering our naked bodies.


      “I’m glad you’re not saying anything about her being happy I’d moved on.”


      “I wouldn’t know whether she was or not.”


      “At some point she would be, but not at first. If she still had consciousness she’d want me to suffer for a while first.”


      “I thought she was an incredible woman.”


      “She was, but that doesn’t mean she was a saint.”


      “I’d probably be the same way. No one wants to feel like they’ve been replaced.” Then I realized how callous my words sounded. “Not that I’m replacing her, but—”


      “You said nothing wrong.”


      “What I meant is that no one wants to feel like they are replaceable—that life could move on without them.” A warm tear spilled down my face.


      “You’re crying.” He wiped away the tear.


      “Sorry. I’m not the one who should be.”


      “I’ve cried enough over it to last a lifetime. You feel emotion, that’s not something to be embarrassed of.”


      “Do you ever miss being young enough to do something crazy?”


      “You’re never too old to do something crazy.”


      “Want to climb on the roof?”


      He smiled. “Aren’t you the one who didn’t want to move?”


      “Yeah, but now I’m wide awake.”


      “Sure. Why not? That’s not crazy, but it’s risky, which counts for something.”


      I detangled myself from Leo’s arms. He watched as I got dressed. “Aren’t you getting dressed too?”


      “When I’m done watching you.”


      “You sound like a creeper.”


      “What happened to you being an equal-opportunity ogler?”


      “I did say that.” I zipped up my sweatshirt.


      He got off the couch and jumped into his underwear.


      “Aren’t you going to put on more clothes?”


      “You think I have to?” He teased.


      “Yes. I said crazy, not get arrested worthy.”


      He laughed. “All right.” He put on a pair of jeans and walked over to the largest window. “I think this is the easiest way out.” He opened it.


      “Looks good to me.” I went first. It had been my idea after all. I carefully walked up the pitched roof. It was higher than I expected.


      “You okay?” He called out.


      “Yup. Come join me.”


      He met me on top of the roof a moment later.


      I settled down. “It’s a nice night.”


      “It is.” He took my hand as he settled down beside me.


      “Maybe if we stay out here long enough we’ll see the sunrise.”


      “Maybe.”


      “I’m glad I came over tonight.”


      “Me too. I was afraid I’d scared you away.”


      “No. I can’t stay away from you.” I looked out at the dark night.


      “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”


      “Me either.” I leaned my head on his shoulder.


      He put an arm around me. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”


      “I’ll learn some patience.”


      He laughed. “Good.”


      We remained in the same position until the sun made its way up in the sky.


      “We’ve seen the sunset and the sunrise together.” I smiled.


      “We have. Now comes the hard part.”


      “What’s that?”


      “Spending more time in between them together.”


      “You’re weird.”


      “And you love that about me.” He kissed me lightly, and the morning got even better.
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      I pulled into my parking spot behind the shop as inconspicuously as possible. I knew Clay wouldn’t care that I’d slept somewhere else, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t tease me.


      I darted out of the car toward the back stairs that led to my apartment.


      “Good morning, Cassidy.”


      I reluctantly turned to find Clay and a guy I didn’t recognize standing there. “Morning.”


      “Have a nice night?”


      “Yes.” No reason to deny it.


      “You going to work today?”


      “Yes. It’s before nine.” It was actually eight fifteen. I had plenty of time. You can get a lot done when you’re up with the sunrise. The reason I was getting back so late was that I’d found other more enjoyable things to do over at Leo’s.


      “Who is he?”


      I glanced at the other guy. Did Clay actually expect me to talk about this stuff in front of someone I didn’t know?


      “Don’t worry, Kenny could care less about your sex life.”


      “So should you.” I turned and headed up the stairs.


      “Come on. I’m like another brother to you. I should know.”


      “Nile doesn’t know either!” I yelled back.


      “I’ll find out.”


      I closed the door, cutting off any chance for him to continue arguing. After a quick shower, I made my way back downstairs.


      Clay was still at the shop, which was my hope. I needed to figure out exactly what he wanted me to do.


      “Just because you’re properly dressed doesn’t mean I’m going to drop my questions.”


      “It doesn’t matter who it is.” I made my way into his office. It was still neat and orderly. Either he hadn’t been in it since I was, or he was being careful.


      “Yes it does.” He followed behind.


      “Why?” I crossed my arms.


      “Because it tells me whether this is a rebound or not.”


      “How would a name tell you that, and why would it matter?”


      “Just tell me.”


      I crossed my arms. “You don’t know him.”


      “How do you know?”


      “He’s not from here. He’s not part of your scene.”


      “How would you know? How did you meet him?”


      “He works nearby.”


      “Where?” He leaned a hand on the door frame.


      “Mr. Cheapos.”


      “Ok. I’ll ignore the fact that you’re hanging out in a used record store.”


      “You don’t know him.”


      He slipped past me into the office. “My office looks nice.”


      “Didn’t know you were hiring a maid, huh?”


      He rolled his eyes. “I’m not the one who said you had to clean.”


      “I needed to organize. Next I need to go through your records. I can probably have things cleaned up in a few days.”


      “No rush.”


      “I appreciate this.”


      “I’d have given you the apartment for free, but I knew you’d have never agreed.” He grinned, and I knew he meant it. Clay had a soft spot for me. His teasing was more for show than anything.


      “Wait. I need passwords for your computer and stuff.”


      “Passwords?” His forehead burrowed.


      “You’re impossible.”


      “Have fun.” He winked and walked off.


      I spent the morning working my way through Clay’s attempt at records. They weren’t as bad as I’d originally feared, but in a few hours I found half a dozen unpaid invoices. I could help him initially, but he was going to have to hire a bookkeeper.


      The shop was quiet. Clay was out on a job, and everyone was with him. Despite the monotonous nature of the work, I enjoyed it.


      My phone rang. As soon as I saw Leo’s name cross the screen, I picked up. “Hey.”


      “I’m guessing you didn’t send the crazy guy to check on me?”


      “Uh, what?”


      “Clay stopped by the store this morning.”


      I groaned. “I am so sorry about that. I didn’t even tell him your name.”


      “No, you didn’t. He walked over and said, ‘ok, you look like Cassidy’s type. Are you the one she’s sleeping with?’”


      “He didn’t.”


      “Oh, he did.”


      “Was there anyone else around?”


      “Bob was in the back and cracked up.”


      “What did you say?” I pressed the phone tightly against my ear.


      “I told him I don’t kiss and tell. At first I thought it was your ex or something, but then he explained himself.”


      “I’m sorry about that…”


      “It made for an eventful morning.”


      “I bet.”


      “It also means you have company for tonight.”


      “What’s tonight?”


      He made a clicking sound with his tongue. “I thought you might say that.”


      “Uh oh.” What else had Clay done?


      “He claimed you were going to his party, and he wanted to personally invite me because you wouldn’t have done it yourself.”


      “I had no clue he was having a party.”


      “I assumed as much.”


      “But you said you’d go?”


      “Of course. I want to meet your friends. It should be interesting.”


      “He’s not my friend. He’s my brother’s friend, so I may not know anyone.”


      “Good thing I’ll be with you then.”


      “You really want to go?”


      “I gave my word.”


      “You and your word.” I didn’t actually mind going, but I couldn’t believe Clay had gone around me to make sure I showed up.


      “We’re going to stop and see Phil first.”


      “Are we? Any news?”


      “He left a message saying he messed up.”


      “That can’t be good. Why are we going?”


      “If I go alone he’ll blow me off, but he has to answer to you.”


      “No he doesn’t.”


      “He will. He’s got a weakness for pretty girls.”


      “So do you.”


      He laughed. “I do sometimes.”


      “What time do you get off?”


      “Six.”


      I heard a shuffle. “No, I’m not giving you my—”


      “Cassidy?” An older male voice came on the line.


      “Yes.”


      “It’s Bob from the store. You can have Leo anytime you need him.”


      “Oh… thanks.”


      “So he’s all yours anytime.”


      “You sound like my pimp!” Leo yelled.


      “I’ll come get him for lunch.”


      Bob laughed. “Good.”


      Leo got back on. “Yeah, so that was fun.”


      “I’m getting you at lunch.”


      “Oh, are you now?”


      “Yes. I’ll be there in a little bit.”


      “Maybe I shouldn’t be annoyed at Bob.”


      “You shouldn’t.”


      “Should I be afraid?”


      I laughed. “Maybe a little.”


      “You’re fiery today.”


      “It’s because of you.”


      He chuckled. “I’m not alone, so I won’t comment.”


      “I’ll see you soon.” I hung up.


      I finished what I was working on and got right in the car. I still hadn’t been to the grocery store, so I knew I’d have to make a few stops before acting on my lunch time plan.

      


      I pulled into the state park, parking legally this time.


      “We could have saved five bucks going in my way.”


      “It’s worth avoiding arrest, plus I don’t mind supporting the park.”


      “Such a goody-two shoes.”


      “I climbed on the roof last night.” I got out of the car and went around to the back.


      “Yes you did.” Leo pulled the makeshift basket from the trunk. “I can’t believe you actually packed a picnic basket.”


      “Didn’t think I could be that domestic?” I pulled out a blanket I’d luckily had in my car.


      “Wait, did you make everything?”


      “No. Bought it all, but I should get points for presentation.”


      “You get points for thinking of a picnic in the first place.”


      “I like your point system.” I walked ahead to a trail, knowing he’d follow.


      “Should we go back to the same place?” I asked.


      “That works.”


      “But if it’s too far…”


      “I can handle carrying a basket.” He flexed his arm.


      I laughed. “Ok, point taken.” I was excited to go back to what I’d always view as ‘our spot’ and see it during the day time.


      We continued down the trail, switched onto another, and then walked up on the pond.


      “You know this place well.”


      “I’ve had a lot of free time.” Leo set down the basket. “Thanks for this.”


      “You haven’t even seen what I brought yet.” I laid out the blanket.


      He smoothed out the other side of the blanket and took a seat. “That doesn’t matter. It’s still nice.”


      I smiled. “It’s a nice day, and I was told I was allowed to come and get you.”


      “Bob seems determined.”


      “It’s not a bad thing.” I sat down beside him.


      “He says my moodiness was annoying him. At least that’s his excuse.”


      “I can’t imagine you moody.”


      “I’m not moody around you.”


      I pulled out the sandwiches and fruit I’d picked out. I also pulled out the bottled waters.


      “What’s awesome is that you didn’t call to see what I’d want. You just decided. It’s hard to find people who will do that. You don’t overthink things.” He unwrapped his sandwich.


      “You may be the first person who’s ever said that. Let’s hope you are still staying that when you take a bite.”


      “Turkey. Perfect.”


      “Glad it works.”


      “This more than works.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek.


      “I’m happy.”


      “That’s good.”


      “I’ve been happy all day. I did nothing but paperwork, but I smiled nearly the whole time.”


      “That’s very good.”


      “You’re a good influence on me.” I’d been looking at life through a different lens since meeting him.


      “I can say the same thing about you.”


      “Do you buy into the whole pumpkin obsession?” It was that time of the year when you couldn’t walk into a store without seeing at least a dozen pumpkin flavored items.


      “All the coffee drinks and stuff?”


      “Yeah. How everything is pumpkin flavored in the fall.”


      “Not really. I don’t mind the hype, but it’s too sweet for my taste. I do love pumpkin pie though.”


      “I don’t like the coffee, but I like the ice cream.”


      “Pumpkin ice cream?” He wrinkled his nose.


      “What? It’s good.”


      “If you say so.”


      “I haven’t seen it around here though.”


      “We’ll find it.”


      “Oh yeah? Suddenly going to search for it after wrinkling your nose in disgust?”


      “What you want, you get.”


      “I’m not like that. I’m not the kind of girl who expects a guy to get me things.”


      “Which is why you’ll get it.” He kissed my cheek again before returning to his sandwich.


      We enjoyed a quiet lunch together. It was cool out, but my sweatshirt was more than enough. It felt like fall. I loved the change of seasons. It made it feel like things were moving forward even if everything else was standing still.


      We stayed there long after the last of the food was done. The company was the important part anyway. Eventually we packed up and headed back to the car.


      “Does Phil work?” I asked.


      “He does IT from home.”


      “So want to head over there now?” We were already out, and I didn’t want to say goodbye to Leo yet.


      “Sure. Sounds good.”


      “Great.” I’d accepted I might never hear the tape, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want it back. I’d been so close to hearing it, I couldn’t believe it could be lost.


      We made the drive in record time. There was almost no traffic, and this time I wasn’t nervous pulling into the driveway.


      I walked with Leo over to the garage.


      “Not standing ten feet away this time?”


      I shook my head. “Not a chance.”


      Phil opened the door. “Hey…”


      “Hey, yourself. What’s with the sketchy message you left me?”


      “You’re not going to be happy.”


      “I don’t care.” Leo walked in, so I followed. I wasn’t nervous this time.


      “Look, I’m sorry.” Phil glanced at me.


      “Did you find it yet?”


      “That’s the thing.”


      “What’s the thing?” I could feel my patience slipping away.


      “I kind of accidently gave it away.”


      “Uh, what do you mean by that?”


      “I got the tapes mixed up. They had the same shells. It was an honest mistake.”


      “And where is the other one now?”


      “With a girl I hung out with at a show the other night.”


      “Ok, ask for it back.”


      “I don’t know her, know her.” He rubbed the back of his neck.


      “You gave a tape to a stranger?”


      “She’s not a stranger. It’s someone I’ve been into but only see at these shows.”


      “Ah, so you gave it to her as a gift.” Leo gave him a knowing look.


      “Yeah, but I don’t have any way to contact her.” He shrugged. “Lame I know, but I never asked for her number.”


      “Ugh, I hope she doesn’t listen to it.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because it’s me singing. No one should hear me singing.”


      “Wait.” Leo’s lips twisted into a smile. “It’s of you singing?”


      “Yes, with my friend.” I buried my face in my hands.


      “That’s kind of adorable.”


      “It’s not.”


      “I’ll get it back for you if I can.” Phil fidgeted.


      “I should have left it in the basement.” Maybe it was meant to stay buried.


      “No, you shouldn’t have.” Leo shook his head.


      “But now someone random or more than one is going to hear it.”


      “Who cares? Like they know who you are?”


      “Good point.”


      “And I’m glad you wanted to fix it.”


      “Oh, of course. Sorry. I wasn’t saying I regretted meeting you—”


      “I know, but I was reminding you that changing any one thing would change others.”


      “Butterfly effect,” Phil jumped in.


      “We aren’t talking time travel.”


      “But still, same idea. Every small change…”


      “Makes others. Exactly.”


      “Wait. I have an idea.” Phil grinned.


      “What?”


      “She goes to every Not Quite Y2K show. They’re playing tomorrow night in Brooklyn. I’ll ask her for it back then.”


      “We’ll come,” Leo volunteered.


      “Yes. That way I can ask her for it back myself. Maybe she’ll be more likely to take the time to get it back for me that way.”


      Phil shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s at nine at the Clarence.”


      “What’s her name? Maybe you can find her on social media somewhere, ask her to bring the tape.”


      “She’s not on social media. She’s like me. She’s against how it’s degrading society and destroying real relationships.”


      “Seriously?” This guy was something else.


      “Yes. Plus I don’t know her last name.”


      “Fine. We’ll beg her for it tomorrow night.”


      “Thanks, and sorry again.” He stared at his feet.


      “It’s okay.” I wasn’t angry. I was on such a Leo high that nothing else could get me down.


      “See ya, man.” Leo took my hand and walked back out of the garage.


      “We have plans two nights in a row.”


      “And we went out last night.”


      “Looks like we’re making a habit of this.” I got in the car while Leo walked around to his side.


      “Some habits are good.” Leo leaned over and kissed my cheek.


      “Yes, they are.” I pulled out and headed back the way we’d come.
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      I’d never been so nervous to see my brother. It was crazy really, but after hearing so many bad things about his new girlfriend I was apprehensive. What was I going to do if she was as bad as everyone said? At least Clay had warned me in advance that they’d be there.


      “You okay?” Leo asked as we walked up the front steps to Clay’s house. It was a cute ranch a few miles from his shop.


      “Yeah. Fine.”


      “All right. We’ll leave as soon as you want to.”


      “Great.” I took his hand. If I was going into this event, I was going in with him.


      I didn’t recognize anyone at first. I didn’t even see a few familiar faces that nagged at me. I guess Clay ran with a completely different crowd now. But then I saw one I definitely remembered. One of my high school math teachers.


      He noticed me too and walked over. “Cassidy Lawton. Wow, you’re all grown up.”


      “Hi, Mr. Cody.” I avoided direct eye contact. I’d had a crush on him in high school, and I still felt funny about it.


      “It’s Tom. You’re older than I was when I taught you.”


      “Way to make a girl feel old.” I attempted to break the tension. I was sure people saw their old teachers all the time, but I wasn’t used to it.


      “I didn’t mean that—”


      “Don’t worry about it,” I interrupted.


      “I don’t believe I’ve met your date.” He held out a hand to Leo.


      Leo shook his hand. “Leo. Nice to meet you.”


      “I was Cassidy’s math teacher a long time ago.”


      “Was she any good at it?” Leo smiled. He was enjoying my discomfort far too much.


      “Not the best. Not the worst.”


      “But memorable all the same?”


      “Yes. Cassidy wasn’t the kind of student you forget.”


      Leo gave me a funny look. “I bet.”


      “Yeah, so it was great running into you.” I forced a smile. I wanted to find Clay and make our exit. I was already regretting the decision to show up.


      “You too. Glad you’re doing well.”


      I pulled Leo away before the conversation could continue.


      “You’re memorable, huh?” Leo bumped his shoulder into mine.


      “Yeah, not sure what that meant.”


      “I’m not going to comment and get myself in trouble.”


      “That’s probably a really good decision.” I made my way further into the living room in search of Clay.


      He spotted me and walked over holding the hand of a guy I’d never met.


      “Glad you two could make it. This is Aidan.” He gestured to the guy at his side.


      “Hey, nice to meet you.” I held out my hand.


      Aidan accepted my handshake. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”


      “Hopefully nothing too bad.”


      “Mostly amusing stories. “


      “Oh boy.”


      “Your brother is here.” Clay nodded to the side. Sure enough Nile was standing there with a girl.


      “I guess I should go meet Melinda.”


      Aidan coughed. “Good luck.”


      “You don’t like her either?”


      “She’s a piece of work. I told Clay not to invite her, but he insisted.” Aidan rolled his eyes.


      “I didn’t invite her. I invited Nile and hoped he’d use judgment.”


      I sighed. “All right, I want to get this over with.”


      “Maybe they’re exaggerating, and she isn’t that bad,” Leo suggested.


      “Maybe,” I mumbled as we made our way across the room. “Hey.” I smiled at my big brother.


      He looked over. “Hey.” After a startled moment he hugged me.


      He pulled away. “Melinda, this is my sister, Cassidy.”


      “Of course.” She smiled in a forced way. “It’s wonderful to meet you.”


      “Same to you. It sounds like you are making my brother very happy.”


      “I am.” She turned her head slightly. “And I’m so sorry to hear about your broken engagement.”


      I tried to ignore the slight smile she wore. “Yeah, thanks. It happens.”


      “But it had to have been humiliating. You must feel so mortified.”


      I could feel my eyes bulging. “Why? I broke it off.”


      “I’d feel like such a failure if it was me. A complete and utter failure. And to lose your job too.”


      “I didn’t lose it. I quit.” There was a big difference between the two. I had absolutely no regrets about my decision.


      “Same thing.”


      “Not the same thing.” I looked at Nile. Surely he’d say something. He only shrugged in apology.


      “And you’ve moved on already? That’s cute.”


      Leo cleared his throat. “Wait, is this a joke?”


      “What do you mean?” Melinda frowned.


      “You’re meeting your boyfriend’s sister for the first time, and you’re treating her like garbage?” He turned to Nile. “And you’re letting her?”


      “I’m being honest. Honesty is always the best policy. You can’t get anywhere in life without it.” She patted Nile’s arm.


      “Honesty?” I grabbed ahold of Leo’s hand to keep myself calmer. “You want honesty? Breaking off my engagement was the right thing to do. As was quitting my job. I couldn’t be happier with either decision.”


      “Or at least that’s what you think now.”


      “Melinda,” Nile whispered. “Come on, she’s my little sister.”


      “You know she’s only back here so she can convince you to mess up your life. Your mom hates me and probably forced her to turn you against me.”


      “My mom doesn’t hate you.”


      She did, and she had every reason to feel that way. “I’m here because my family lives here.”


      “Listen, you are welcome to mess up your life, but you won’t be taking your brother down with you. He’s on his way up, and he doesn’t need you.”


      “Nile? For real?” I struggled to get the words out. I was in shock.


      “Uh, maybe we should catch up later.” Nile took Melinda’s arm. My eyes stung, and my chest clenched. That was it? The brother who’d always been the first to stand up for me, who’d defended me against every bully and threatened every ex-boyfriend was going to walk away when his girlfriend called me a screw up and told me to stay out of his life?


      “This is fucked up.” Leo tensed. “Your girlfriend just tore into your sister, and you’re ok with that?


      “We’ll talk later.” Nile shot me a warning look.


      I thought of a million things I wanted to say, but I’d regret them all. For once I kept my mouth shut when it counted.


      “Aren’t you going to say something?” Leo pressed Nile. He was getting angrier, and I had to get him out of there.


      I grabbed his arm. “I want to leave. You said we could leave when I was ready.”


      “Now? Your brother needs to apologize to you.”


      “Not now.” I was ready to cry, and I refused to let that girl see a single tear. “When you’re ready to talk to me like a human being let me know.” I spun around and dragged Leo with me. I didn’t stop until we were outside.


      “Cassidy!” Nile yelled.


      I turned around. “What?”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “You couldn’t say that in front of her?”


      “No. I can’t have her mad at me.”


      “You’d rather have me mad?”


      He wrung his hands. “She’s here, you’re not. You’ll leave again and show up twice a year.”


      “And that means I’m not worth something to you?” I didn’t bother to explain I planned to stay.


      “Of course you mean something to me, but if I have to choose between pissing one of you off, it’s going to be you.”


      “I don’t even know what to say.”


      “I do.” Leo strode toward him.


      I jumped in the middle. “No. We’re leaving.”


      “I’ll see you soon.” Nile walked back to the stairs where Melinda was standing with a smile on her face.


      I got in the car. Leo got in and slammed his door. “Why did you let him walk away like that?”


      “What was I supposed to do? Let you punch him? Then I’d be upset with you. And I don’t want to be mad at you.”


      His face softened. “I’m sorry I got so angry, but I couldn’t take it.”


      “Neither could I.”


      “I’m not okay listening to someone degrade you. That’s never going to be acceptable whether it’s your brother, or mother, or anyone.”


      I grabbed the wheel. I still hadn’t turned the car on. “That’s not him.”


      “It’s amazing the damage a bad person can do to a good person.”


      “He’s planning to marry her.”


      “That sucks.”


      “It does.”


      “Don’t even try to send me home by myself tonight. I’m angry enough I might go back there.”


      “You’re making threats in order to spend the night with me now?”


      “I’m not letting you sit and dwell on this by yourself. I know that’s what you’d do. You’d also start believing some of it.”


      “I did leave. He has a point there.”


      “Nuh uh. Nope. Turn the car on please.”


      “I don’t drink much, but right now I need one.” My anger was threatening to boil over.


      “I have a much better idea.”


      “Sorry… I know you—”


      “This has nothing to do with me. It’s for you.”


      “What’s the idea?”


      “My place or yours?”


      “Mine.” I didn’t hesitate with my answer.


      “Want the bigger bed?”


      “Something like that.” I pulled away from the curb.


      “This is a funny time to say it, but you look hot tonight.”


      At the next stop sign I looked down at my dark jeans and 3-quarter length baseball style tee. “I do?”


      “Yes. Very hot.”


      “Is this your alternative to alcohol? Butter me up?”


      “No. It’s me being honest. Honesty is the most important thing you know.”


      I pushed his arm. “Don’t.” I tried to hold in a laugh.


      “If it was about someone else it would be funny.”


      “It would be.” I pulled into my spot, and we got out.


      Leo waited beside me while I unlocked the door. “You’re finally letting me stay over. I feel special.”


      “You are special.” I kissed him lightly on the lips after turning on the lights.


      He closed and locked the door behind us. “Ok, ready for my plan?”


      “Sure.” I set aside my purse and kicked off my shoes.


      “Get naked.”


      “Uh, that’s not very subtle.”


      “Believe it or not I’m not doing this for my benefit, although I will of course get the side benefit of enjoying the view.”


      “I’m not taking off my clothes until you tell me why.”


      “Don’t you trust me?” There was an intensity in his eyes and words that unnerved me.


      “Yes.”


      “Then do it.”


      “Are you doing it too? Or is this a ‘I have to experience it on my own’ thing?”


      “I can get naked.” He pulled off his shirt and stepped out of his pants. His boxers followed.


      “You are so confident in your body it’s crazy.”


      “You should be confident in yours.” He watched me just as intently.


      I pulled off my shirt and pushed off my jeans.


      “Keep going.” He gestured with his hand.


      I unclasped my bra and let it fall to the floor. My underwear followed.


      “Good. We’re making progress.”


      “Ok, now what are we doing?”


      “Follow me.” He headed down the hall toward my bathroom, and I tried not to stare as I followed. By the time I got in there he already had the shower running. “It’s a good temperature. Get in.”


      “We’re taking a shower?”


      “You are. If you want company, I’m completely ready and available. But like I said before, this is for you.”


      “I want company.”


      “I’ll join you when you’ve had a few minutes to yourself.”


      “If you say so.” I stepped under the warm spray.


      “Keep your eyes closed and push away thoughts of everything.”


      “Easier said than done. On the thoughts thing.”


      “Try,” he encouraged.


      “Ok.” I tried. I closed my eyes tighter and focused on the water and how good each hot beat felt rushing down my body. The tension started to melt away. I heard the curtain move, but I ignored it. I continued to focus on the feel of the water.


      His arms came around my waist, but he said nothing. I changed my focus to the feel of his hands and his body pressed about mine. The way it felt to have our wet skin against one another’s. I moaned. A simple touch had never felt more intense.


      His breath caressed my ear. “I’m falling in love with you.”


      “Me too,” I breathed back. I’d never been more vulnerable in my life, but I liked it. I liked opening myself up even if it meant I’d get hurt. I needed to feel. It had been so long since I’d let myself.


      “Don’t try to stop. I won’t either. We might as well enjoy the ride.” He ran his lips down my neck.


      “It’s a great ride.” I leaned my head back.


      “Uh huh.” His lips slid further down my neck.


      “Was this your plan? Get me to relax in the shower and then seduce me?”


      “You forgot the get you naked part.” He ran his hand over the swell of my breast. “But no. I wanted you to relax. But I couldn’t resist. I can’t resist you.”


      “I don’t want you to resist.”


      “That’s good because I’m no longer going to be able to do it.” His lips met mine, and I stumbled out of the stream of the water. I kissed him back, wanting to use my lips to convey what my words couldn’t. I wasn’t just falling, I’d fallen. There was no turning back, and I didn’t care. I pushed my way into his mouth this time, loving his taste, and the way his hands felt as they wrapped around my body.


      He reached around me and shut off the water. “Shower sex is over rated.”


      “Agreed.”


      We moved in a blur toward my bed where we tumbled down into the sheets. We were getting everything wet, but that only made it better.


      He kissed my neck, before sliding his lips down my body. I reached up and ran my hand down his body at the same pace his lips were moving down me. He kept his eyes open, watching me as he moved.


      Then he suddenly stopped and moved beside me. “I meant what I said before.”


      “In the shower?”


      “Yeah, and that means all bets are off. I care about the end because I care about the middle. I care about us.”


      “I do too.”


      “Then can we make a promise to each other?”


      “Yes.” I threw out my new rule to ask what the promise was before agreeing.


      “We’ll give this a real shot. No running away the second things get rocky. Otherwise there’s no point.”


      “It’s too late to turn back. Stop acting like that’s an option.”


      “I gave you a hard time about being afraid of being hurt, but I’m afraid too. Probably more than you.”


      “I promise.”


      “Me too.” His lips met mine again, and we let them echo our words.
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      I looked out the window and watched the landscape whiz by. The mix of older homes, municipal facilities, and schools continued on and on as the train moved toward New York City. I’d been on trains a lot in Philadelphia, but it had been years since I’d been on the Long Island Rail Road. Technically they were similar, but they felt completely different. Every city had a different feel and that extended to public transportation. It extended to the people too.


      I had absolutely no idea what we were doing. In theory we were coming in to get my tape back, but I was doubtful. If the girl was really there, she probably wouldn’t still have the tape on her. Yet, there I was sitting next to Leo while he slept. Normally I’d have been frustrated if my traveling companion fell asleep, but Leo needed it. I was glad he was comfortable enough to fall asleep next to me in public. That took a level of trust.


      He stirred next to me. He had great timing. Even if the station names weren’t listed on the screen, I’d have known we were close to Jamaica. I’d taken this ride more times than I could count growing up.


      “Hey.” He blinked a few times.


      “Good morning.”


      “Sorry about falling asleep on you.”


      “It’s fine.”


      “I’ll try not to make a habit of it.”


      “You need sleep. You’ve got months of debt to fill.” The more time I spent with him, the easier it was too notice the sleep deprivation. He hid it way better than I ever could have.


      “So do you.”


      “Not as much as you.”


      “And now we’re arguing over who needs more sleep?”


      “There are worse things to argue about.”


      He put his arm around me. “Ready for an exciting night?”


      “Of course. If Phil’s into this band it’s going to be retro and unique. Should be an experience.”


      “I bet.”


      “Where are we meeting him?”


      “He’s meeting us at the door.”


      “Couldn’t he just call us?”


      “That would be too easy, wouldn’t it?”


      I laughed. “Phil likes in-person communication better, right? I get it… I think.”


      “You should since we’re going to be living in our cabin.”


      “I never agreed to that plan.”


      “But you didn’t completely shoot it down.”


      “I’m trying to stay open to new opportunities.”


      “And moving into a cabin with me in the middle of nowhere would definitely be a new opportunity.” He nudged my shoulder with his own.


      “It would be.” I stood as the train slowed down.


      “I have good timing.”


      “You do. It’s impressive really. By the way, if the girl doesn’t have the tape I’m not getting upset. I’m getting that on the record now.”


      Leo put a hand on my hip as we waited for the doors to open. “I’m not holding you to that. You’re allowed to react anyway you want.”


      “Thanks for the permission,” I teased.


      “Because you needed it I’m sure.” He led the way across the platform to where we needed to wait for the next train.


      “Absolutely.” I wasn’t as used to taking the train into Brooklyn, but Leo seemed to know what to do.


      “When’s the last time you were in Brooklyn?”


      “Years.”


      “You really didn’t get back to New York much did you?”


      “No.” The train arrived, and we stepped on.


      “Was that because you were avoiding people or because you were too busy?” He questioned me in a way that would have normally annoyed me, but coming from him it didn’t bother me.


      “Both.” We walked up the aisle until we found a place to stand together.


      He laughed. “Sometimes I think you’re faking it.”


      “Faking what?” I held onto the seat next to me as the train lurched to a start.


      “How much you think like me.” He pulled my free hand into his.


      “I feel the same way.”


      “They say opposites attract and generally I do go for my opposite, but I’m enjoying the change.”


      “We have that in common too… the whole going for my opposite usually.”


      “We never discussed what we’re going to do depending on how things go tonight.”


      “I wasn’t aware we were supposed to.”


      “Chances are the girl doesn’t have the tape on her. Do we offer to go back to her place or is that too sketchy?”


      He laughed. “Think you’re going to freak her out?”


      “If she listened to the tape and heard my singing already, yeah.” I smiled.


      “Let’s take this one step at a time. Maybe she knew she’d see Phil and she has it. She heard the tape and wants to beg him to take it back because the contents are so frightening.”


      I bumped my shoulder into his. “Very funny.”


      “I have figured out one part of the evenings plans.”


      “Oh?”


      “We’re ending it together.”


      “I thought that was a given.” I held onto his arm.


      “It is.”


      “What if we changed our mind right now?”


      “Changed our mind in what way?”


      “We didn’t go to the show. We went out for cheesecake instead.”


      “You’re going to choose cheesecake over getting your tape?”


      “It would be easier.”


      “Easier isn’t better. No settling.”


      I sighed. “Cheesecake is never settling.”


      “How come I’m only finding out about this cheesecake thing now?”


      “I only let myself have it every once in a while.”


      “We’ll get it tonight one way or another.”


      “Ok. Tape first and then peanut butter cheesecake.”


      “Whoa.” He chuckled. “Now it’s peanut butter cheesecake? Making things even more specific?”


      “Yes.”


      “Fine. First we get the tape, and after we get peanut butter cheesecake somewhere.”


      “Sounds perfect.”


      Twenty minutes later we got off the train, and I followed Leo as he headed across the platform and down the stairs. We walked for a few blocks before Leo turned down an alley.


      “Shouldn’t Phil be waiting for us out here?” I searched the area around the door of what had to be the entrance to the small venue.


      “In theory.” Leo craned his neck to see around the dense crowd congregating by the door.


      “Over there.” I spotted him talking to a girl wearing a denim jacket with a few patches sewed on. I hadn’t seen one like it in years.


      Leo took my hand and led me toward them.


      “Hey, guys!” Phil grinned. He’d never grinned in my presence before.


      “Hey, man.” Leo gave me a look to let me know he wasn’t used to the enthusiasm either.


      “Are you the tape girl?” The girl in the denim jacket asked.


      “Yes… I’m Cassidy.”


      “Cool, I’m Debbie.” She waved rather than extend a hand.


      I waved back. “Hey.”


      “I like your song about the endless ocean. I feel that way sometimes too.”


      “The endless ocean?” Leo raised an eyebrow.


      “Don’t ask.” I smiled to myself. I’d made that one up. I’d thought it was a poetic way to describe the never ending struggle of fitting in.


      “I have your tape. I figured Phil gave it to me by mistake, and I knew he’d be here tonight.” She smiled at him and handed me my tape. It was in the same clear casing as the mistaken one.


      Phil smiled back with a goofy grin. “I guess we were thinking the same thing.”


      “This is the one you were supposed to have.” Leo pulled the other tape out of the pocket of his sweatshirt. I’d completely forgotten about it.


      Debbie accepted the tape. “Cool. Thanks.”


      “Are you guys going to come in and see the show?” Phil asked.


      “No, we’re getting cheesecake.” Leo squeezed my hand.


      “Well, it was nice meeting you.” Debbie smiled.


      “Same to you, and thanks for bringing the tape.”


      “No problem.”


      “See you two around.” Phil headed toward the door with Debbie at his side.


      “Still want cheesecake before we head home?” Leo asked as we walked down the street.


      “No.”


      “I thought you were craving it.”


      “I am, but homemade is best.”


      “We’re baking?” He cocked his head to the side.


      “Yes. It’s a hidden talent of mine.”


      “I’m game. Let’s see if we can get a train anytime soon.” His slow stroll turned into a more determined pace. We walked back toward the train station, retracing the steps we’d just taken. I held onto Leo’s hand on one side, and I clutched the tape in my other hand. I thought about the songs on the tape. The voices waiting for me.


      They were voices from the past. Voices I didn’t need to hear. We’d made the tape the week before my friend got her diagnosis. It wasn’t the only tape we’d made, but it was the last. It was the last time I heard her real laugh, and the last time we were carefree. I hadn’t been the one who was sick, but I lost part of myself with her. It was a part of myself I’d never get back, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t find a new one.


      I tossed the plastic tape into the street. Before I could even consider changing my mind a large black SUV drove down the street. Its tires moved over the tape effortlessly, and I didn’t need to look at the broken plastic to know it wasn’t getting fixed again. But I looked at the shattered remains anyway. I’d never forget my friend. I’d never forget the way she made me laugh and the crazy songs we used to write, but honoring her memory didn’t mean focusing on the past—on what was lost. It meant living. And smiling. And allowing myself to love even if it meant I’d get hurt.


      Leo waited beside me. “That was final.” His voice was more amused than judging.


      “I don’t need to listen to it. I don’t need to dwell in the past.” I turned to him.


      He rested his hands on my hips. “I’d prefer if you dwelled in the present. The future is fine if you wait for me to come too.”


      I smiled. “My point exactly.”


      He brushed his lips against mine. “Ready to head home?”


      “Yes. I’m definitely ready.” I took one last glance into the street before letting Leo lead me back toward the train station.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      “Cassidy?” Naomi called from the hallway.


      “Hey, come in.” I closed out a few windows on the computer. It was time to stop working for the day anyway. Naomi walked over to my desk and peered at the computer monitor while I shut everything down. “Daddy has a surprise for you.”


      “A surprise?”


      “Yeah. I love surprises.”


      “Me too.” I smiled and got out of my chair.


      Naomi took my hand and dragged me toward the door.


      “Hey, if it isn’t my two favorite girls.” Leo was standing in the doorway to the kitchen.


      “I heard there’s a surprise in here.”


      “There is.”


      “Can I see it?”


      “Even better, you can hear it.”


      “Hear it?”


      He pulled a clear and blue cassette out of his pocket.


      “You made me a tape?” I felt a mix of surprise and anticipation. Leo liked surprising me with things, but he’d never made me a tape before.


      “Look at it.”


      I accepted the tape and read the label. Awesome Threesome.


      “Before you get all weird, that refers to the three of us in this room.”


      I smiled. “I wasn’t going to get weird.”


      “Just have her listen!” Naomi jumped up and down.


      Her excitement got me more excited.


      He walked over to the counter and picked up the same tape player he’d sold me a year before.


      I inserted the tape and hit play. Leo’s voice came through loud and clear. Hey, Cassidy. It’s me. I’m sure that’s obvious, but I needed some sort of intro. He smiled sheepishly.


      You’re probably wondering what this is all about, and don’t worry we won’t leave you waiting too long. I wanted to remind you of a time when you were at an end yet found a beginning.


      I smiled and thought back on exactly what beginning he meant, and everything that came after it.


      It had been nine months since Leo and I had convinced Bob to let us take his used record and vintage music business online. He’d seemed reluctant at first, but in the end he agreed—and he sold us the store. It turned out he’d been looking for someone to keep the place open after he retired anyway. My contract skills had come in handy when we signed the deal, and the one with my parents to borrow the capital. If things continued we’d have them paid back with interest by the end of the year. Clay had been fine with me quitting once I found him a great bookkeeper.


      Although we spent time at the store, we did as much work at the home office in the house he and Naomi rented a few blocks away. It was the house I practically lived in now even though I kept my own place.


      It was the house I was standing in listening to the tape.


      Naomi and I were also at an end. Stuck at one. But we found a beginning. And that beginning was you. Now I’m rambling. There’s a reason I didn’t go into public speaking.


      I laughed and looked at him. He was holding Naomi’s hand and watching me intently.


      Just because you find a new beginning doesn’t mean you have to say goodbye to your past. Naomi and I will never forget ours, and you don’t have to forget yours either. I know you didn’t listen to that tape, but you didn’t need to. You already knew exactly what was on it. But this one you needed to listen to because you don’t know. You don’t know that I made this tape to ask you a question.


      I froze.


      Leo fell down to one knee, and Naomi mirrored his actions.


      “Cassidy Lawton will you marry me?”


      “Us. Will you marry us?” Naomi corrected.


      Tears spilled down my face as I tried to shake the shock.


      “Say yes. Say yes!” Naomi jumped up.


      “Of course I’m saying yes.”


      Leo pulled me into his arms.


      I rested my head on his chest. "You know we're always going to have a tape player, right?


      "I can handle outdated technology if it means I get you."


      "You've had me since our first sunset."


      "You've had me since you first walked into the store."


      I blinked back tears and changed the subject before I lost it with emotion. "Anyone want ice cream to celebrate?"


      "One step ahead of you." He pointed toward the fridge. "Check the freezer."


      I pulled out a container of pumpkin ice cream.


      "And I got peanut butter cups for you." Naomi grinned.


      I laughed. "Thanks for making me part of your awesome threesome.”


      "It wouldn't exist without you." Leo brushed my freshly fallen tears away.


      I hugged him tightly. Sometimes the best kind of life and love comes after falling.
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      Book Description:


      


      Love is best served on the rocks.


      My roommates look really good naked. At least one of them does. I’m sure the other one does too, but I haven’t seen him without his pants on. Living with two guys wasn’t something I’d ever considered, but the opportunity fell in my lap, and I’d have been crazy to turn it down.


      College went by in a great big blur leaving me with less of a direction than I had going in. Add in a family that wanted nothing to do with me, and my post-college plans were less than clear. What’s a girl to do when she has nowhere else to turn? She moves to the Outer Banks and learns to bartend. After all, it was my horrible bartending skills that led me to my roommate’s bed and into his heart.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Carly

        

      

    

    
      I’m all about ‘80s Flashback Fridays on radio stations as long as I don’t have to listen. I love music, but the ‘80s is one decade of tunes that needs to be buried—in a deep hole—and covered over. At least that’s how I felt as I sat in traffic while the sun beat down on me through the window.


      My Camry is a great car. I love every little thing about it, except for its malfunctioning radio, and said radio’s impeccable timing of getting stuck on a station at the worst moment. That’s how I came to be singing along to Madonna’s Like a Virgin at the top of my lungs with the windows down as I drove into Corolla, North Carolina. I need to amend my earlier statement; there are a few redeemable songs from that decade.


      I hadn’t actually told my brother that I was coming to stay with him. That kind of forewarning would have resulted in him trying to dissuade me from visiting. As cool as Colin was, he had a thing about privacy, especially now that he had a serious girlfriend. He’d been home from Paris less than a month, but I knew he was trying to convince Maddy, the girlfriend, to move in. From what I understood she was resisting. Maddy also happened to be one of my favorite people in the world, so I was trying to be Switzerland in the whole situation. Of course her moving in might make it more likely that they’d get married, which would mean I’d see her for the rest of my life. I guess in that way I was kind of biased.


      After getting a few stares from pedestrians, I lowered the volume of both my voice and the radio. There was no reason to annoy the neighbors—even if they were mostly tourists.


      I pulled into Colin’s driveway, taking in his gorgeous two story beach house. The place wasn’t actually his. His company owned it, but it was still pretty cool.


      Nine o’clock at night seemed like a safe time to show up unannounced. It was late enough that even my workaholic brother should have been home, but it was early enough that I wouldn’t interrupt any activities he was having with Maddy. I’d done that before, and Colin was less than thrilled.


      Maddy was there. I noticed her bicycle leaning against the garage. I was surprised Colin hadn’t brought it inside. He was very much into keeping the property visually appealing. I know I’m probably painting him in a negative light. I’m not trying to. He’s a great guy, a fantastic brother and all that, but he could be incredibly uptight about some things. Maddy seemed to chill him out and bring out all his good qualities. She needed to stick around. In my defense, I knew he was good for her too. I guess you could say they brought out the best in each other.


      I popped the trunk and pulled out a couple of bags. I’d probably over packed, but I didn’t plan to leave for a while. Going home to my parents’ house was out of the question, and now that I had a college diploma, my on-campus apartment was no longer an option. I brought everything I didn’t want to leave in storage. I walked up the steps dragging an oversized duffel and a large rolling suitcase. By the time I reached the top stair I regretted the decision to drag them up myself. Colin could have lifted them and saved me the effort.


      I took a deep breath and readied myself before knocking.


      The door opened, and Maddy pulled me into a huge hug. “Carly!”


      “Hey!” I shared her enthusiasm. I was probably even more excited to see her than I was to see my brother.


      Maddy opened the door wider and picked up the duffel. I’d taken two steps into the entryway when Colin walked down the hall.


      “Carly?” Wearing only jeans and with wet hair, Colin’s appearance made me doubt my timing analysis. But then again Maddy’s hair was completely dry. Maybe he’d just taken a post-work shower.


      “Hey, brother.” I dropped the handle to my suitcase and hugged him before he could respond.


      “Uh, why are you in my front hall with all of your belongings?” He looked around the entryway like the walls might provide him with an answer.


      “You think this is all my stuff? You did live with me for fourteen years of your life.”


      Maddy laughed. “Are you in town for awhile? When we saw you at graduation you said you were planning to stay around campus for the summer.”


      “Yeah. Change of plans.” The staying around idea had sounded good until my friend who was supposed to be splitting the rent in an apartment went and got engaged. The trials of being a single twenty-something.


      “So you’re here for a few days then?” Colin’s voice lilted a little. He was afraid of my answer.


      “Maybe a week—or a month or something.”


      “Carly!” Colin turned red. That’s what he always did when he got annoyed.


      “What?”


      “You know I love you, but you can’t move in here.”


      “Why not? You have tons of room.”


      “It’s my house.”


      “I’ll be good. I was helpful when I was here in December.” The jab probably got him where it hurt. I’d rescued Maddy when he’d stood her up on their three-month anniversary because of work. That should have entitled me to something.


      A smile crossed his lips, and I knew he was done fighting. “Fine. You can stay a few days.”


      “Awesome!” Maddy popped up on her toes. I’m pretty sure I brought out the giddy, girly side in her. I got the feeling she was usually more reserved. Her current position was as a bartender, but she definitely seemed very type-A personality. That side of her nature mirrored Colin’s.


      I edged my way further into the room. “I’m sure you guys already have plans, so I’ll go unpack.”


      “Plans? Not exactly.” Maddy reached for the duffel she’d dropped, but Colin went and picked it up along with my suitcase. He moved them easily down the hallway to the guestroom.


      He returned a moment later smiling. He could act tough, but he loved seeing me.


      “Then what should we do? Want to go out for a drink, or watch a movie or something?” I threw out suggestions, wanting to keep things fun.


      Maddy tried to stifle a yawn. “I was thinking about baking something.”


      “Baking?” Colin and I asked in unison.


      Maddy laughed. “Ok, you two sound related right now. Why are you surprised?”


      “You don’t bake,” Colin said matter of factly as he pulled his t-shirt on over his head.


      Maddy put a hand on her jean clad hip. “Brody’s teaching me. He’s given up on the cooking, but he thinks I have some ability when it comes to baking. I like it. It’s more of a science.”


      I made myself at home on one of Colin’s couches. “Oh yeah. Brody’s a chef, right?” Brody was one of Maddy’s two roommates. I’d only met him once but he’d seemed cool.


      Maddy sat down next to me. “Yeah. He’s amazing. He’s also a good baker, but it’s not his specialty.”


      I stretched, I’d spent entirely too long in my car. “Not only do you live with attractive guys, but one can cook. You’re a lucky girl.”


      Colin scowled. “And you wonder why I’m frustrated she hasn’t fully moved in yet?”


      Maddy gasped. “You told Carly that!”


      “Yes. She agreed with me that after months of living together in Paris, this shouldn’t be a big deal.”


      “I did not agree.” I turned to Maddy. “Ignore him. What are we baking?”


      “Oatmeal raisin cookies.”


      “Can’t you make them chocolate at least?” Colin whined but his grin made it clear he wouldn’t have cared if she’d suggested baking liver and onions. He loved having Maddy in his home. I wondered if she realized how much her moving in meant to him.


      “I found a great recipe, but I need to run to the store.”


      “Oh, can I come?” I might have just spent five hours in the car, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t tag along.


      Colin put a hand on her shoulder. “What do you need to get?”


      Maddy smiled. “Raisins, oatmeal.”


      Colin laughed. “All right, why don’t we all go? But we’ll have to take your car, Carly. Maddy’s is at her place, and mine only seats two.”


      “Or we could take your BMW. You can stay home.”


      Colin shook his head. “Nope. It’s a lease.”


      “Fine, but I’m not driving.” I tossed him my keys.


      He caught them. “All right, do you have enough of a list, babe?”


      Maddy stood up. “Yeah. I’m all set.”


      “I’m surrounded by crazy girls.” Colin put an arm around each of us, and we headed out the door.


      “Yes, but loveable crazy girls.” Maddy kissed him on the cheek.


      “Most of the time.” He moved away in time to avoid her hand making contact with his arm.


      Maddy refused to let me sit in the backseat, so I reluctantly took the front. There was no reason to argue over something like that. Colin drove down the one major road in town and pulled up in front of a small general store type place. There was a large grocery store in town, but apparently Maddy preferred this family owned market even though it took longer to get to.


      Colin met Maddy on her side of the car and took her hand. I probably had a goofy grin on my face. I loved seeing my brother so happy, and it was because of a great girl. At least I could have a normal relationship with one of my siblings.


      The surprisingly spacious store was nearly empty. Only an older couple perused the shelves. I didn’t even see anyone at the register. Hopefully they’d get back by the time we finished.


      I followed Maddy around as she filled a basket with ingredients.


      “Boo!”


      I jumped back, turning around and coming face to face with a set of drop-dead gorgeous blue eyes. The owner of the eyes ran a hand through his dark brown hair.


      I recovered from the surprise, but not from his closeness. “Umm, what the hell was that?”


      “Macon!” Maddy groaned. “You scared Carly half to death.”


      “Carly wasn’t scared, were you?” Macon, Maddy’s roommate, took a step back and grinned.


      Colin responded before I could. “Don’t mess with my sister.” He emphasized sister more than he probably needed to.


      “Funny. I almost forgot you two were related. You don’t look anything alike.” Macon let his eyes roam over me. “And that’s a very good thing.”


      I looked down at my violet sundress self-consciously. I could count the number of times a guy had undressed me in his head like that before. He hadn’t done that to me the last time we met. I wondered what had changed.


      “Macon, quit perving on Carly.” She shook her head before turning to me. “I guess meeting Macon for the second time means he’s going to show you his true colors. Also known as his annoying side.”


      Macon laughed. “Don’t listen to a word she says. She loves me.”


      “Not as much as you love yourself.”


      It was my turn to laugh. Macon was a riot—and sexier than sin. I completely understood why Colin didn’t want Maddy living with him.


      “Ok, this love fest is great and all, but if we want to make cookies we should go. Now.” Colin put a gentle hand on Maddy’s arm. He was always really careful with her, like if he wasn’t, she’d break. I didn’t see Maddy that way. She was one of the strongest girls I knew.


      “Cookies?” Macon looked in Maddy’s basket. “Wait. No. Oatmeal raisin? For real?”


      “That was my response.” Colin laughed. “Why not chocolate chip?”


      “Exactly.” Macon looped his thumb in the front pocket of his jeans. The action brought my eyes down in that direction. I quickly glanced back up, but not before he caught me looking.


      “Are there going to be enough cookies for four?” Macon asked Maddy.


      “I thought you didn’t like oatmeal raisin cookies?” She raised an eyebrow.


      “I do, just not as much as chocolate chip. Besides, I can give you a ride home.”


      “I’m staying at Colin’s tonight?” She turned to my brother.


      “Uh, why wouldn’t you stay over? It’s not because of me, is it?” That would be my one way boot from Colin’s house. I sure hoped she didn’t insist on staying at home.


      “I just didn’t know if you guys wanted brother—sister time or something.”


      I jumped in quickly. “Nope. I’d rather hang out with you too.”


      “Ok. Then I don’t need a ride, and if you really want cookies I can bring them by tomorrow.”


      Macon shrugged. “Suit yourself. I should probably head home anyway. I have a six a.m. dive tomorrow.” Then he turned his attention to me. “And nice seeing you again, Carly.”


      “You too.” I tried to keep the disappointment out of my voice. Colin would have jumped all over it.

      


      Waking up to waffles cooking always put me in a good mood. As much as Colin pretended he didn’t want me around, he sure had a funny way of showing it. Making me my favorite breakfast on my first morning wasn’t going to make me want to leave. I’d struggled to pull myself from the soft sheets. I’d upgraded to nicer sheets my senior year, but they weren’t like these. I stepped into the in-suite bathroom before heading to the kitchen. I was positive the shower in my room would have a whole lot more water pressure than the one at school.


      “What’s the occasion?” I took a seat at the large island and watched him cook. He seemed to be handling everything just fine on his own.


      “You know, just thought I’d make you guys something.” He played it off as no biggie.


      “Where’s Maddy?” I got up, deciding I couldn’t wait any longer for a cup of coffee. I needed caffeine in the morning.


      “Still sleeping. She’s usually up by now, but I thought I’d let her sleep in.”


      I smiled. “Good decision. Now you can bring her breakfast in bed.”


      He poured batter onto the waffle maker. “Good idea. Could you make her a cup of tea?”


      “Yeah. Definitely.” I rifled through the cabinets until I found the stash of teas Colin kept for her. He never drank them himself.


      After settling on green tea, I walked around Colin to the sink and filled up the kettle. “What time are you going into work?”


      “I’m not.” He finished the first waffle and went to work on another. “It’s Saturday, remember?”


      “Since when did the day of the week dictate whether you went to work or not?” I knew my brother was trying to make more time for Maddy, but taking all of Saturday off seemed like a stretch.


      “Since Paris. Maddy’s working tonight, so I’ll get work done when she’s at the Grille.”


      “Are you okay with her bartending again?” I figured this might be my one chance to ask. I certainly wouldn’t ask in front of Maddy.


      “Sure. It seems to make her happy enough. She’s still trying to figure out what she wants to do.”


      I drank my coffee and put two waffles on my plate before Colin made a tray to bring up to Maddy. I figured I didn’t need to be involved in the delivery.


      “What’s really going on, Carly?” Colin pulled the syrup out of the fridge. It was the real maple kind that cost a fortune.


      “What do you think is going on?” I let some annoyance slip into my voice. Colin new exactly why I’d shown up on his door step.


      “You’re going to have to face her sometime.” He gave me a knowing look.


      “Easy for you to say.” I crossed my arms.


      He leaned on his elbows. “She’s your sister too.”


      “Don’t remind me.” I walked back to my room in a huff. I couldn’t afford to fight with Colin. He was the only one in my family who didn’t hate me.
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