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Dedication
 
To my former students.
Always write from the heart, and the head.
 
+ + +
 
Leon, Israel, Magdalena, and Amaryllis Ramirez represent a very real population of students. My former students. Their fictional stories are a combination of reality that twists and turns to protect the identity of those who have lived these lives. The liberty I’ve taken fits my story, but in no way trivializes their lives. There are siblings who take on the responsibility of protecting their families. There are young girls who believe a man is their only means of survival and having a baby while still young is their ultimate goal. There are students who cannot read and write, yet advance grades. And finally, there are children who die from gang warfare, either through intentional murder or chance in crossfire. No matter how you slice it, these are more than stories, but the reality of some children. 
As a former teacher, I hope I’ve helped someone along the journey, be it a kind word or small smile of encouragement, supportive praise for hard work or a listening ear when life seemed too difficult. I’d love to think I’ve impressed upon youthful minds the importance of reading and writing as well as the joy of it, but I can’t say with one hundred percent conviction that my enthusiasm for both subjects rubbed off on all my students. I can’t say that my firm belief that education leads to greater success was accepted by every one of the students who passed through my classrooms. 
I can say I consider success when a student was the first to go college in her family, or when a boy with a language barrier was actually accelerated and went on to be valedictorian of his class. 
Or when an entire class of doubters ended up admitting Shakespeare was pretty cool after all.
One of the greatest (and saddest) moments in my teaching career came when I gave a child a book. 
It’s yours to keep, I’d said. 
This child looked up at me and said he’d never owned one before. 
Children do not choose their parents. They do not select the hand they are dealt, but they do have choices in how they play that hand: accept the challenge to change their fate or succumb to it. The road less traveled is difficult, but those who take it find the rewards are plentiful. For the real Ramirezes (and any other former student of mine), I hope education has resulted in a bounty of intelligence and success, family and romantic love, and maybe an appreciation for Shakespeare.
 
 



 
 
 
 
“O, learn to read what silent love has writ; 
to hear with eyes belongs to love’s fine wit.” – Shakespeare.
 
 



Lesson 1
New Beginnings
 
[Tricia]
 
Single white female seeks freedom. 
If I were to take out a personal ad looking for a date, this might be the headline, but I’m not looking to date. Soon, I’ll be looking for a roommate.
“Tell me again why you need a house?” My sister, Pam, stands before me inside the two-story home on Birch Street. It’s more house than I need, but it could be all mine. Someday.
“Because I never had a home with Trent, and I want my own place.”
My sister stares back at me. We aren’t particularly close as sisters go, but I see the concern in her eyes. My family doesn’t know everything that happened within my marriage to Trent Walker. They don’t know how difficult the past few years have been with my soon-to-be ex-husband. 
Ex-husband has a nice ring to it, when I consider who Trent is and who I thought he was.
“Are you going to run an ad for a roommate?” Pam asks. My older sister is the opposite of me in every way. She’s short while I’m tallish. She’s curvy and voluptuous. I’m cut like a box and built like a boy with no hips, long legs, and small breasts. Athletic, people like to say about me. Pam is also blond to my dark, but despite our appearance, she’s the one who likes the darker things in life while I’ve always wanted a fairy tale. 
Funny how life dealt me the opposite.
“Yes. I can’t afford this place on my own yet, and I don’t want to buy it outright before the divorce is final because it would be considered a shared asset. A roommate could help me build some collateral for an eventual purchase.” I want a place of my own. The idea sounds nice. I’d traded one house for another but had never had a place that felt like my own. I’d left my parents’ home for college and upon graduation, returned to Elk Lake City to marry my hometown honey whom I’d linked up with my junior year of college. We’d moved into a cabin on the back of his family’s property, and even after a decade of marriage, it felt more like a bachelor’s hunting hangout than a home. 
I’d never lived alone, but I’m ready for this adventure.
You got this, girl, my father’s voice whispers through my head. He’d be proud of me for finally standing up for myself. Finally leaving Trent. My father never approved of him. Too bad Dad passed away before he could see this moment.
Pam’s head turns to inspect the inside of the living room, and I try not to see it through her eyes. It isn’t beautiful. In fact, it’s downright ugly with shag carpeting, a velour material couch, and lamps so outdated I’m not certain they use light bulbs.
“I hope Mrs. Drummond gave you a deal,” she mutters. My new landlord offered me a rent-to-own option. She’s a former librarian, a town busybody, and growing older. She owns the double lot where this home stands with a sister house beside it. The two are twins but mirror opposites in layout. One downside of the homes is that they butt up to the alley behind the main street of our harbor town on the shores of Lake Michigan, but there are worse places to live, and right now, this home feels like a castle.
And all mine. Soon.
Another pitfall is the shared driveway, which has just come to life with the rumble of a motorcycle.
Pam steps into the dining room where windows on the left side of the room look out on the drive. She brushes back the ancient lace curtains, making it obvious she’s checking out my neighbor.
“Who’s that?” she whispers as I step up behind her, easily peering over her shoulder because of our height differences. A man dressed in head-to-toe black sits upon a large motorcycle, the engine revving between his firm thighs while long arms hold the roaring machine upright. He isn’t wearing a helmet, which I don’t think is legal in Michigan, so we have a clear view of his midnight hair, cut close to his head, and the deep tan of his exposed skin reminds me of a worn horse saddle. His T-shirt pulls against solid back muscles. Something in me stirs even without the full view of him. Those arms. Those legs. That back. 
I shake the thought and immediately note two additional things.
First, he isn’t from around here. I’ve lived here my whole life, and I’d recognize a man like him.
Second, I have no interest in a dangerous man like that. I’ve already been down the dark route, and I have no desire to ride that road again.
As Pam and I both follow my neighbor’s retreat from the driveway, we pause a moment as if collectively catching our breaths.
“Well,” Pam says, causing me to flinch out of my stupor. “We should celebrate your new beginning. Let’s head to the Tavern.” She chuckles, and I understand her laughter. The Town Tavern is a local favorite and quite literally in my backyard, across the alley.
My own yard. I like the sound of that. A yard where I can do what I wish. Plant some flowers. Have a vegetable garden. Keep it clear of man toys and junk.
Pam leads the way through my outdated kitchen and out the back door of my new place. We cross the small yard and enter the alley. It’s Thursday night and going to the Tavern has become an unspoken tradition for our family. We were typical siblings—fighting and loving—but we pulled together after the death of our father, and this ritual seems to be a reminder to appreciate one another, even if we don’t always get along. Family is important. We’ve always believed that in our own way.
For me, it used to mean a husband and babies. 
The latter never happened. The former I’m happy to be rid of.
“How’re you holding up?” my older brother Jess asks as I take a seat next to him at the bar. My brother looks like a rock star with his chin-length blond hair pulled back into a ponytail and intense blue eyes. He’s suspicious of my divorce, having been through his own, but he hasn’t asked me outright what happened with Trent. Jess is reserved like that, hoping I’ll tell him when I’m ready. Only I don’t want anyone in my family to know what happened. I’m too embarrassed.
“I’m fabulous,” I say, and it isn’t a total lie. The divorce, the house . . . It’s going to be a good year. As a teacher, I measure the year from September to June, not from January to December, so my year is about to begin. I report to work on Monday to attend planning meetings and set up my classroom even though school won’t start for more than a week. This gives me the weekend to settle into my new home.
Home. What a great word. I grew up in an amazing house, filled with love and laughter, fights and folly. As the youngest of four, I can admit I was a bit spoiled. I fondly look back on my upbringing in a warm home with devoted parents and teasing siblings. My ten-year marriage was quite the opposite, though, and the house we shared was anything but a home. It was hardly even a house. We didn’t have any privacy from his family or his friends. It was a bachelor pad before we married, and most of his hunting buddies continued to treat the place as if it was still a hangout when we were newlyweds. Over time, I grew complacent. 
It no longer matters, I remind myself.
“Need any help moving in this weekend?” Jess asks me, and I smile.
“Actually, I think I’m good.” I didn’t have much to move, having left most things with Trent. None of it was mine anyway. Just a few decorative pillows, some wall art, and a plant or two. I’d left everything behind, wanting a fresh start. I’d been slowly moving items back to my mother’s house, like my grandmother’s quilt and boxes of books. On the day I’d officially left, I filled my car with my clothes and didn’t look back. 
“If you need anything, you call me,” Jess states, emphasizing in his glare that I better call him. Would it be so bad to lean on my family a little bit more? I’ve been holding too much inside for too long and accepting his help is such a simple act. Still, I want to do this on my own.
 A beer is placed before me even though I hadn’t ordered yet. I pick up the bottle from the local brewing company and clink mine with Jess’s.
“Here’s to new beginnings.”
 
 



Lesson 2
Destiny comes from within us.
 
[Leon]
 
I’m completely trapped.
My imagination races as I bounce the basketball, pretend someone’s at my back, fake left, and spin right for the shot. 
Swoosh. The synthetic rope net flips against the base of the fiberglass backboard.
I rebound my own ball and dribble to the middle of the open court. I have to give this small town credit. It has decent outdoor courts—nice boards, smooth concrete, and solid hoops. Not like home. 
Home.
I will away thoughts of a place I can no longer consider my own. When I first made the decision to travel to this small lake town, I’d known it would be different, but when I’d arrived, it had felt like I’d entered an alternate universe. Mayberry-ish with one main street, complete with fancy streetlights and quiet businesses in architecturally pleasing buildings. No metal gates. No trash in the road. No blue police monitor blinking at the top of a pole.
This place was safe—serene and peaceful—and exactly what I wanted. 
I’d done my time, and I wanted to be under the radar now. 
“I feel within me a peace above all earthly dignities; a still and quiet conscience.” Shakespeare, man . . . he’s the bomb, and I want what he said. He’s one of my idols, and I’ve always had an affinity for him.
Still, life here is lonely. I miss a few of my boys, especially AJ, but he shouldn’t know where I am any more than anyone else. It is better this way. 
A new beginning. 
I take the two-point shot from the free throw line as if I’d been fouled on the last shot I took. It’s hard playing ball on my own, so I was grateful to learn there’s a pick-up game at the high school for adults. I need to take it easy because some of the guys who attend are older, but it’s a decent workout. I still like to practice more than one night a week, though. Dribbling the ball settles my thoughts. I focus on the movements of my body and not the memories pinging around in my head. 
“He takes the shot,” I whisper and release the ball, watching, anticipating, knowing it’s going to glide through the hoop. “He scores.” 
“Ahh,” I exaggerate, holding my hands cupped around my mouth. I don’t have to worry about anyone hearing or seeing me. There’s a public ball court in town, but I prefer the solitary experience of this one near the high school. Tonight, I stand out a bit in my gear—jeans, boots, and a T-shirt. Not your typical attire for a court, but I came here on my motorcycle tonight after taking a ride to clear my thoughts. I keep the basketball hidden between the bushes along the building.
It’s still beautiful and balmy up here despite being late August, and the drive tonight did me some good. My bike is the first thing I’ve ever owned outright. Even the parts are all legitimate. 
No more stealing.
I rebound my ball and dribble back to the center court, weaving the ball between my legs as I move. This was my sport. I always thought I’d go all the way—NBA, baby—but those are kid dreams when you grow up where I did, how I did. I never made it out of high school, and now I’m thirty-five years old. I’m damn lucky I have a job. The work is decent and the pay okay. It’s enough I can afford to rent a house, but I’m living paycheck to paycheck.
Welcome to the honest life, Leon. 
I don’t go by my street name anymore. I’m sticking to who I am now—Leon Ramirez.
Standing at center court, I turn, rush the hoop, and slam the ball through the net, hanging for a moment with my hands wrapped around the rim. My feet dangle below me as I’m suspended in the air, and that’s exactly how I feel about my life.
Suspended.
It happened often enough back in high school. It meant being outside the norm away from friends and spending a day in the house while my parents both worked. I’m not far off as a damn adult, living outside what I know, away from anyone I knew, and spending my time working without much contact with my parents. 
Papi is disappointed in me, and Mami just cries. I couldn’t face them either before . . . or after my time. 
I drop to my feet, the thud hard and rippling up my body. My motorcycle boots are not the best set of shoes for playing on a hard court. I scoop up the ball, pushing away thoughts of my parents, my family, my old life, and stash it where I first found it tucked behind some bushes. Someone else either set it there for this same purpose or lost it and forgot all about it. 
I’d almost consider myself lost, but I chose to be in this place. I look up at the first stars shining in the dimming sky, and I inhale the freshness of the early fall air around me.
You’d have to know me to understand why it’s all a novelty and important to me. 
And as no one knows me here, I don’t expect anyone to ever understand.
 
+ + +
 
After my basketball stop, I head to the bar—Town Tavern. It’s the only place in town for a beer, and it’s not even a seedy place. Just a decent spot with booths along one wall, a bar opposite them, and tables down the center. A pool table stands in the back, but I’ve yet to see anyone playing on it. 
I’m crossing the alley from my place to the bar, nearing the back door when it flies open, and a woman stalks out. She pushes the door so hard it swings backward against the brick and then quickly bounces back. She isn’t watching where she’s walking. With her face toward the ground, she mumbles something, and I still.
She crashes into me. 
Instinctively, I reach out for her, catching her at the elbows before she falls on her backside from the force of plowing into me. When her head snaps up, her hands land on my chest, and I’m hit with the saddest eyes in the prettiest color I’ve ever seen. Under the alley lamp, gold flecks dance in the brown circles rippled with traces of green. They’re like the forest scattered around this town, and I want to get lost in the woods.
“Sorry,” she mutters. My hands remain on her elbows, holding her in place so she doesn’t tumble.
“No problem,” I say, slowly smiling down at her and catching the way her eyes follow the curl of my lips. Here’s the other thing about this small town—I haven’t gotten laid since I’ve been here. Six months. I’m out of practice on my flirting game, but I want to flirt with her.
“What’s this?” A gruff voice cuts into the moment, and I look up to find a man dressed like a hunter. Camouflage T-shirt and green cargo pants with black combat boots and a ball cap to match his shirt. The entire ensemble is too warm for the still-summer heat. And if he had a gun, he’d probably shoot me, given I’m standing like a deer in headlights and still holding the girl.
His girl, from the look in his eyes.
My hands instantly lift off her, holding them upright like I surrender. It’s a position I’m all too familiar with.
“None of your business, Trent,” the woman snaps, and I swallow around the fact I don’t like her answer any more than him. I don’t need any trouble in this town.
“Look, man, she just bumped into me. No harm. No foul.” I peer down at her, but she’s looking up at me, and something in her eyes tells me foul play has happened. I can’t completely read her, though, so I don’t know what she wants from me. Her pleading eyes stab at my chest, but I’m not looking to get between a man and his woman. That’s already happened to me in the past, and I won’t be doing it again.
Only, her fingers slowly curl into my T-shirt, which I’m suddenly aware is a bit sweaty from my time on the courts. I didn’t change. Figured I’d get a beer, then go home and shower. Relax. Enjoy the quiet.
The situation in front of me looks anything but peaceful.
“Why do you still have your hands on him, then?” This Trent dude addresses the woman, and she glances down at her hands and then releases me. Her fingers splay, and she holds her palms inches from my abs as though she can’t completely remove them from my midsection. Instinct tells me to grab her wrists. Common sense says don’t get involved.
The trouble with me is I don’t have much common sense, so I grip her wrists and glance up at the guy, not liking the tone of his voice or the glare he’s giving this woman.
“You came to the bar with another woman. Why do you care?” she snaps at him, and I relinquish her wrists, feeling funny about letting her go. My palms tingle at the imprint of her delicate bones under them.
“And now you’re hooking up with a guy in the alley?” Trent calls back to her, taking a step toward us. She hesitates no more than two seconds before she takes a step back, stepping on my foot and then bringing hers back to the ground as if she intends to stand against him. But he scared her. She flinched, and I noticed. So did he, and his eyes narrow.
“It’s over, Trent,” she says, her voice quivering despite her attempt to fight it. I practically hear her swallow. 
I have no issue here. I shouldn’t still be standing here listening to this lover’s quarrel. I don’t give a rat’s ass if they want to argue or break up or be jealous of one another, but there’s something in the way this beauty stands before me. Still close. Still trembling. Her fingers clench to fists at her sides as if she’s trying to hold herself together or prevent herself from hitting him. 
“It ain’t over yet,” Trent hisses. His eyes leap up to mine. “You’re still my wife.”
Dayam.
“Soon-to-be ex-wife,” she quickly clarifies. 
Okay, I’m out. I step to her side, ready to scoot around her when her hand comes to my wrist, curling long fingers around my warm skin. Her soon-to-be ex-husband does not miss the move, and he steps closer.
“I don’t want any trouble,” I say, holding his glare. I lift a hand again, hoping to display my innocence. Only the woman isn’t releasing me. 
Suddenly, the exit door pops open again, and a blond-haired man with a ponytail and bandana circling his forehead steps out. He looks like my kind of people, only I’m hoping he isn’t a third party to this awkward situation.
“Tricia, you all right?” he asks, looking around Trent to the woman. Something passes between her and Ponytail Guy, and he circles Trent.
“You left your date,” Ponytail Guy says to Trent, flanking the girl on the other side of her body. He crosses his arms and stares at the dude who’s apparently cheating on his wife—soon-to-be ex-wife—rather publicly if he brought his side gig to the bar. 
“I don’t need any trouble, Jess,” Trent states. His narrowed gaze slips between the other man and Tricia. “Just wanted to talk to my wife.”
“Seems kind of awkward then that you brought a date to the Tavern.” The sarcasm and accompanying sardonic chuckle tell me Jess is familiar with this situation. I’d like to step away, but I can’t. Tricia’s grip has turned claw-like, her nails digging into my wrist.
“Ex-wife,” Tricia clarifies again. Jess doesn’t seem a bit surprised by this announcement.
“Not yet,” Trent repeats.
“Oh, I’d say close enough,” Jess replies, and Trent looks at him again. “Go back to your date.” 
Trent takes a moment. His nostrils flare, and his chest heaves like a bull ready to rush. I don’t want to get in a fight. As I’ve said, I don’t want any more trouble in my life. This moment has trouble written all over it, but I won’t let him throw a punch without getting in the mix if I need to. 
“I’ll see you soon,” Trent states. No, warns. He takes the hint to walk away but not before pointing a finger at her as he speaks. He turns back for the alley door. 
“Not if I can help it,” Tricia whispers. As soon as he disappears, Jess wraps an arm around her and tugs her to his chest. Her fingers slowly loosen on my wrist and slip away. For a second, I want to reach for her, to pull those long fingers back to me, but I don’t.
“Sorry about that, man,” Jess mutters over the shoulder of the woman pressed to him. 
“No problem,” I mutter.
“Jess Carter,” he says, holding out a hand with Tricia still tucked against his middle.
“Leon,” I state. His brow lifts, wanting more, but that’s all I’m giving him. 
“Well, thank you, Leon.” 
Tricia doesn’t say a word. She doesn’t look up from this new man’s chest, and he tugs her with him, leading her down the alley away from me. Their absence causes the past few minutes to catch up to me, and I bend at the waist, hands coming to my knees.
Holy shit. 
I don’t want any trouble, I think for the millionth time since arriving in this town, but as I gaze down the alley and see Tricia wrapped under Jess Carter’s arm, I know she has trouble written all over her.
 



Lesson 3
Spying leads to misperceptions
 
[Tricia]
 
Still tucked into Jess’s chest, I glance over my shoulder to find my savior is no longer present in the alley.
“Have you ever seen him before?” I ask my older brother, surprised by his display of affection but not by his irritation. Jess irritates easily. 
“Nope, but I’m grateful he was in that alley. What were you thinking rushing out here alone?”
I wasn’t thinking. When Trent entered the bar with his hand on some woman’s lower back, I’d stood and left, no longer able to enjoy my home-renting celebration. It isn’t that I care he’s dating someone. She’ll learn soon enough that he’s a worthless man, but I’m upset he’s flaunting her before we’ve signed on the dotted line. A small part of me worries about her, woman to woman, but I can’t think about her safety. My only concern is me.
The risk I took going into that alley, knowing in my gut Trent might follow, slowly catches up to me. He’s going to know soon enough I’m no longer living with my mother, but I don’t need him to know where before I move in.
What was I ever thinking being with him?
My father was a decent man—kind and loving. My brothers are as well. I consider myself a smart woman. It isn’t like I don’t know how a man should treat a lady, so how could I pick such a bad man? 
As a child, I was always a tomboy. It came with my love of sports, especially basketball. I wanted to hang with the boys but still be respected as a girl. It didn’t happen. Most boys were threatened by me, so I was either one of them or not. Not many saw me as feminine in my own right. In some ways, I ended up with Trent because I was trying to prove myself. I thought he accepted me as a woman while treating me like an equal among men.
I was wrong.
I was his buddy until I wanted a baby.
“A baby? Why the fuck do you want a baby?” He’d stared at me like I’d asked him to commit a crime. I didn’t know he didn’t want children. Trent had had a rough childhood. His mother left after his younger brother was born. His father was an awful drunk. None of this needed to affect us since I’d make a great mother. With guidance, I believed Trent would be a decent dad.
Wrong again.
“Let’s get you home,” Jess says to me, breaking into my thoughts while leading me in the opposite direction of my new place. I hadn’t planned to spend the night there yet as I hadn’t moved anything in, but even our mother’s house was behind us.
“Where’re we going?” I tease.
“Spend the night at my place.” My brother had moved out of our mother’s home recently as well. “Katie will love it.”
My niece is a source of joy for me, so he isn’t off in suggesting I seek refuge in his house. I just hope this night isn’t an omen of what’s to come for me while I live alone.
 
+ + + 
 
After the long weekend of moving in and adapting to my new place, I wake early on Monday when the rumble of a motorcycle practically scares me out of my skin. With my bedroom overlooking the driveway, I’m able to hustle to the window and peer down into the shared drive to find my neighbor revving his engine at six a.m. It isn’t like I don’t need to get up, but I had a few more minutes before my alarm was set to wake me.
“Gah,” I grumble, throwing myself back on my bed.
My bed. The one I own and sleep in alone in my new place. I swish my arms like I’m making a snow angel and then reconsider the day. I hop out of bed and dress quickly because I have a full day ahead of me organizing my classroom at the high school. This year, I’ll be teaching freshman English.
Levi Walker, Trent’s younger brother, will be a freshman this year. My thoughts drift to him, wondering how he’s been doing since I left. Levi was raised by his elder brother for most of his life as their father, Robert Walker, was a drunk, and leaving Levi behind had been difficult. It wasn’t my place to take him with me, though, and I sensed he could fend for himself a bit more as a young teen. Levi stood up to Trent more often as he aged, and while this brought damning insults and definitive slaps, Levi wouldn’t take that abuse for long. He was already almost as tall as his brother. Thankfully, I’d be able to check on him each day at school.
By three in the afternoon, I need a nap. Standing near the window of my classroom on the second floor, I stare down at the basketball court across the parking lot, sipping a diet drink to give myself a break.
“Who is that?” Jenna Davis asks me. I’m fortunate that another woman in the English department started at the same time as I did, and we’ve become close friends as well as colleagues. She’s one of the few who knows about Trent. Someone is bound to find out when you end up crying in the female teacher’s restroom.
“I have no idea,” I reply, though something is vaguely familiar about the man clad in loose basketball shorts without a T-shirt, sweat gleaming down his muscular back. The shorts might be baggy around his muscular thighs, but they hug the two fine globes of perfection that are his backside. His attention remains focused on the task at hand—shot after shot after shot. 
“Damn, he’s good,” Jenna purrs. “And good-looking.” 
“Mm-hmm,” I reply, holding the straw sticking out of my can between my lips but not sucking up the cola. My eyes are the only part of my body that move as I watch him dribble to half court and take a shot. Swish! My fingers twitch. I’d love to play ball with him—shirts against skin. He can be skin . . . all skin.
Jenna’s gaze moves from him to me and back again. “You should go out there. Introduce yourself.”
This breaks my gawking. “What?”
“Go meet him,” Jenna says, tipping her brunette head toward the window.
“Oh, I’m not interested in dating.”
My gaze falls back to the man. Something marks his back, but it’s difficult to make out the details. It could be a tattoo. I’m not opposed to them, but the last man I knew who had them was dangerous, and I’m not looking for a dangerous man. 
“Who says anything about dating? When was the last time you got laid?” Jenna’s voice teases, but she’s also serious. I hadn’t been with Trent in over eight months. My heart aches with the reason for our abstinence. 
“I’m . . . I’m not like that.” I’d been with Trent for ten years, and before him, there’d only been two others of no real consequence. I hadn’t ever had random hook-ups like my friend beside me.
“Well, you’re turning over a new leaf. Perhaps it’s time to shake the whole tree a bit.” Jenna laughs, but I’m not as cavalier as she is, and I’m definitely not going after a man with tats on his back and a fine ass in basketball shorts. 
My sight drifts to the edge of the parking lot where I see a familiar-looking truck. I narrow my eyes, and my breath hitches.
“What?” Jenna asks, reaching out a hand for my forearm. I watch as the truck pulls away from the lot, and I decide I’m seeing things. It couldn’t be, could it? Did Trent come to the high school?
“Nothing,” I say. “I’ve sworn off men,” I deflect, watching the taillights of a truck I want to dismiss as unfamiliar. However, I can’t shake the possibility of knowing its driver too intimately. 
My eyes leap back to the basketball court and land on the hot guy taking another shot. That’s right. No men for me, I remind myself, even if his back ripples with strength, and his backside suggests all kinds of things I shouldn’t be thinking.
 
+ + + 
 
When I get home after work, I make dinner in my own kitchen outfitted in outdated appliances and worn countertops. Nothing has ever looked so beautiful to me as the mustard gold refrigerator and the fake butcherblock counters. I prep my lunch for the next day and sigh in relief. Day one down. This day was the start of my new routine.
Suddenly, I hear car doors slamming outside the window as the kitchen sink faces the drive, like the dining room. I tip my head as I step right, hoping to disguise myself in the shadow of the upper cabinet while I peer out to watch what’s happening in the driveway. Two young girls exit an older SUV. Suitcases and bags are pulled from the back and out the side doors. 
Slam. Slam. Slam.
By their stature, I’d guess them each to be in high school or just past it. They have matching long, dark hair with lightly tan skin. The one closest to me seems to be struggling with something, and the other rounds the vehicle, yelling at her.
The motion of her hands and the anger in her voice remind me of when my sister and I would fight. Pam was always fierce despite her innocent appearance. I watch as the one girl continues to wave her arms, and then I realize I don’t understand what she’s saying. She’s speaking Spanish to the other, and the fast-paced sounds float into the slight opening of my window. I took Spanish in college, but I can’t translate the words as quickly as they are being spoken. However, her body language insinuates she’s berating the other.
Suddenly, a man circles the back of the vehicle wearing dark jeans and a white tee that contrasts sharply against his own tan skin. He tugs at the shoulder of the girl yelling and leans forward to help the other. Once he frees another extra-large duffel bag from the back seat, he places an arm around the smaller girl. Then his head turns as if he’s looking over his shoulder. He stills and twists in the direction of my window, and my breath hitches.
Stepping back into the recesses of my kitchen, I can only hope he didn’t see me. My glimpse of him was so quick that nothing of significance registered, but my skin still prickles with the thought he might have seen me. 
Do I want him to notice me?
I don’t, so I take another step away from the window and continue with my own dinner. 
 



Lesson 4
Sisters are a curse and a blessing.
 
[Leon]
 
As Lena and Lys are fighting in my driveway, I feel eyes on me. My hackles rise, and I pause, looking over my shoulder before twisting completely. The sun reflects off the back window of the house next door, so I decide it’s nothing. 
No one’s watching me. No one’s searching for me. Not anymore.
Still, it’s a reason I don’t want to take in the girls. Who knows who followed them? Who knows who Lena told with her big mouth even though she was warned not to tell anyone where she was going? Although I’ve been out for more than a year, I wonder if the feeling will ever disappear—the need to search my surroundings and glance over my shoulder at every turn.
“Magdalena.” I use my sister’s full name as I lug the duffel bag over my arm and lead both girls into my place. “Stop yelling at Lys.” 
‘The elder sister is so cursed and shrewd.’ Shakespeare would recognize that in Lena. My seventeen-year-old sister is a handful and having her here will take great patience. She’s almost half my age and filled a void for my mother back when I was eighteen. Lena hates that she had to come here, but she also knows she can’t risk the state finding her alone in an apartment she can’t afford to pay the bills on. She’s finishing high school. Not up for debate.
My other sister Amaryllis goes by Lys. She’s fourteen, quiet and shy, and more reserved than loudmouthed Magdalena. She might be upset about moving here and starting a new school, but as a freshman, it will be easier for Lys than for Lena, who is a senior. I’m hoping the small town and slower pace will be good for Lys as she keeps her head down and stays out of trouble. If trouble doesn’t find Lena, she just creates it. 
I’m not close to them, as they are almost like a second family to my parents. When Lena came along, I was out of the house and in with the gang. I didn’t come around often, so I’ve missed most of their growing up. I tried to stay away from them on purpose, hoping to keep my family safe by distancing the association. But my parents need me now. 
Immigration issues. Possible deportation. 
Lena and Lys could not be left alone.
As we enter the house, the living room is piled with bags, and I point at the stairs.
“There are three bedrooms. The place came furnished, so pick which room you want. You’ll see which one is mine.” My room faces the driveway. It’s also parallel to a window in the house next door. We’re neighbors who share the drive, which could be difficult when I get a truck. We can’t both park in the same spot. For now, her Honda parks near the back, and I pull my Harley off to the side. With Lena’s SUV, it’s going to get complicated. 
I haven’t met the neighbor yet. Mrs. Drummond told me she’s a teacher, a local favorite, and newly divorced. All statistics I don’t need to know. I just want to get along with her and not have issues with this driveway. 
“I’ll start something for dinner.” Having my sisters here is going to seriously cut into my budget. I’m making enough money—enough for rent plus utilities and a future truck payment but with a grocery limit. I can’t afford to have Lena hogging water like my father complains about or Lys leaving lights on because she can’t sleep in total darkness. 
I step into the kitchen, pulling out meat I prepared and froze the other night and a box of dried rice to boil.
“This place is awful,” Lena says behind me, taking in the outdated kitchen with its black refrigerator and dark brown countertops.
“It’s also now your home,” I snap. Papi told me Lena has attitude, and I’ve known girls like her. I won’t be putting up with it, but I take a deep breath, trying to tell myself it must have been scary. Hearing about the factory raid and how those without papers were rounded up must have been frightening for Lena and Lys. As I’ve been living for so long without my parents, I’d forgotten my sisters are kids who still need them. Plus, they’re girls, and I’m not trying to be a dick, but my parents protected them and sheltered them more than Israel and I had been. It’s definitely been an easier life for the Ramirez Round Two clan.
“It’s an entire house,” I remind my sister, who lives in a small apartment with my parents where the walls are paper thin, and she shares a bedroom with her younger sister. At least here, she’ll have a little bit of her own space.
“This sucks,” she mutters, crossing her arms and leaning on the jamb between the kitchen and dining room. My head snaps up, ready to lay into her again until I see her head lower. She doesn’t mean my place as much as leaving behind her home. 
“It’s gonna be different,” I warn, “but you’ll adjust. You might even make new friends.” Better friends, I hope, considering our mother told me Lena has been drifting toward the wrong crowd. She’s a smart girl and doesn’t need that kind of trash in her life.
“Take your bags up to your new room while I work on making dinner.” I’m not a great cook, and with Lena here, I’m hoping maybe she can take over. Maybe she knows a recipe or two from our mother. I’d say I long for those days with Mami and Papi, but I hardly remember them. It seems like a lifetime ago.
 
+ + + 
 
Later that night, I skip my ritual of a beer at Town Tavern. I go there mainly for companionship even though I don’t speak to anyone but Baz, the bald bartender and owner. The guys at the garage where I work aren’t too bad and ask me out once a week, but each night, I need to hear voices outside the ones in my head. It’s too quiet in this town, and it’s a reminder I’m alone. 
As I stand in my room listening to Lys yell at Lena for taking too long in the bathroom, I realize my aspirations of peace might be over. I have no idea how long my sisters will be with me. Could be only a few weeks, which would stink because they’d have to be yanked back out of school, or it could be until their winter break. I have no way of knowing how long my parents’ detainment will last. They didn’t want me to come to them. They only wanted me to take my sisters. 
In my room, I have a small lamp next to my bed lighting the space. My window is cracked open to allow in fresh air, and the shade is up when I notice my neighbor across the way through her window. Hers is covered in a sheer material, something flimsy and light, so I can see right through it. I reach for my lamp, clicking it off. I have no way to guess her height or age, but the subtle curve of her body and a profile view which accentuates her breasts tells me she’s all woman. She’s also wearing something skimpy and shimmery.
Like a dumbass, I stand before my window, my eyes focused on her as she moves about her room. A large lamp on a stand lights the space, and she pulls down the covers of her bed. Looks like she has a nice bed with white sheets and a thick comforter. She probably has extra pillows in frilly colors scattered across it. I shake my head. 
What do I care what her room looks like? I don’t need to glance over my shoulder to know I only have a mattress on a metal frame with a set of sheets and no blanket. My pillowcases don’t match the sheets. Still, it’s a bed, not a bunk. I no longer sleep with someone over me. I stare across the drive and watch as she rubs up and down her long arms, probably moisturizing or something girly like that. She tucks her hair upward, tying it up on her head before she sits on the bed with the lamp still on. The light streams over her. For some reason, I’m mesmerized by her seated position—feet tucked under the blanket, knees pulled up to her chest. She puts on eyeglasses and holds something in her hand. A phone? A tablet? 
Whatever it is, she tosses it onto the bed after a few minutes and falls over to her side, her backside aimed at me.
What happened? I want to call out. Tossing a phone like that can only mean one thing. Something has upset her. 
Is she crying? Is she angry? 
I continue to stare until I hear someone banging on the bathroom door outside my room. I flinch even though I don’t spook easily. I call over my shoulder to stop banging on the door like that, but when I turn back to look at my neighbor’s house, her room is dark. 
Show’s over.
 
+ + + 
 
The next day, I discover I can’t just send Lena to the high school to register the girls. I need to be present and show proof of guardianship, which I don’t have. I swear six times when Lena calls me to give me the news. She tells me it won’t take long to fill out the paperwork if I can get there soon.
“Stay there,” I mutter. “Let me see what I can do.”
My boss, Dixon, is a decent guy. I don’t know how exactly he makes money off his garage in this small town with a limited clientele. The place is attached to a gas station just off the highway, but Dixon also owns a second place where he restores vehicles and motorcycles. I haven’t graduated to that level of trust, so for now, I work the general pit at the gas station with oil changes, tire rotations, and tune-ups. It’s nothing like my previous experience with cars, where I stripped them and disposed of the parts. Nothing where I can use my painting talents. I’m fortunate he was willing to take on someone who’s been in jail. It’s been difficult to find a job.
“Dude, I hate to ask, but I need to take like, a half hour break. You can count it as my lunch.” In the pit next to mine is Arnie Shepard.
“What’s up?” he asks, leaning out from under the hood of someone’s minivan. 
“My sisters moved in with me and can’t get registered at the high school without an adult.”
“So they called you?” He arches a brow, and I chuckle. He’s a bit backwoods and no AJ, my best friend from home, but Arnie’s still a decent guy. He’s roughly my age with shaggy dark hair and kind of a deer-in-headlights look to him.
“Yeah.” I sigh. I can’t have shit interfering with work. I need this job, and I’d been contemplating a second one just to keep myself busy and the money flowing.
“I guess that’d be alright. The high school, you say? Man, I shiver thinking back on that place.” He wiggles his full body in exaggeration and wipes his hands on a rag. “But yeah, do what you gotta do. If you have any trouble, I got a friend whose wife works there. Ask for Tricia Walker. She’s a teacher.”
I tip my chin. I won’t be asking anyone for help, but I appreciate the offer. “Thanks, man.”
Heading out on my bike, I hope this won’t take too long. 
I don’t expect trouble, which is usually when it finds me. 
 



Lesson 5
Eyes are the window to the soul.
 
[Tricia]
 
It’s almost the end of my first week back to school, and the sun is dipping down in the sky. I stayed late to organize for the next week and comment on first week letters. It’s been good to see Trent’s younger brother every day. He comes to my room to wish me good morning, pops in near lunch to wave or stops by before heading home. Each day, I make sure he has a lunch and visually scan him for signs of stress at home. Does he look showered? Are his clothes clean? He’s learned to be rather self-sufficient, but I like to think I’ve been a guiding force in some of his survival over the years. Unfortunately, I know most of his hurts can be covered by clothing, and even then, some bruises run deeper than skin. He wears a bright, brave face when I see him and doesn’t mention Trent.
Each day this week, my neighbor has graciously woken me with the roar of his motorcycle. Thankfully, the SUV driven by the younger girls living with him has remained parked in the street, allowing me the parking space next to my house. I often wonder who the girls are. The older one could be a much younger girlfriend based on the hourglass shape of her body. While she looks young, I have no idea about the age of my neighbor. The few times I’ve caught him in profile or with his head down, I couldn’t get a read on him. He could be twenty or forty. I wasn’t a good judge of such things.
I’m packing up for the evening in my classroom—finally—when I hear something in the room next to mine. I assume it’s the night shift custodial crew, and I look forward to seeing Pasqual, the older Italian man who greets me each evening with Italian I can’t decipher. Hitching my bag over my shoulder, I scoop up a set of journals for tonight’s bedtime reading and head to the door. I flick the lights off, then exit into the wide, dark hallway and turn back to lock my door. The lights don’t activate until movement triggers them, and I don’t see Pasqual’s cleaning cart, but I hear desks shuffling again in the room next to mine. 
Stepping up to the door, I notice movement within the classroom. Someone crouches between the row of desks as if looking for something. The body disappears, and I decide to investigate. I find the door unlocked, which is surprising, and then reach inside, easily hitting the light switch.
The person stands, blinded momentarily by the florescent illumination and the shock of getting caught. In his hand, he holds a pink notebook pressed to his chest, but he’s dressed head-to-toe black, and he’s definitely not a student.
My eyes narrow. Do I know him?
“Jesus,” he hisses, lowering his head and the notebook to his side. 
“What are you doing in here?” I ask, using my best teacher voice.
“I was just leaving.” He moves up the aisle of desks, but I stand firmly before the door. He stops when he notices I haven’t moved, and he tips his head.
I focus on his face. He looks vaguely familiar. The eyes, gray and intense. The clean jaw, which is sharp and etched as if cut from granite. Dark hair, cut close to his head. 
Is he the man I ran into in the alley? It can’t be him, can it? I’d been drinking the other night before rushing out of the bar to avoid Trent, so I’d make a terrible witness as I hadn’t gotten a clear enough image of him. Is it a fluke this man looks similar to what I remember? I hadn’t seen my savior again, and I’d just assumed he must have been a lingering tourist. The summer season was almost over in Elk Lake City. 
“What are you doing?” I repeat, glancing down at the notebook in his hand. 
“My sister left this behind and said she needed it tonight.” He chuckles to himself like it’s a joke, like he isn’t breaking into a school building.
I should ask who his sister is, but instead, I question, “How did you get in here?” 
He tilts his head and gives me a sly smile. “Don’t think you really wanna know that, pretty lady, do you?” 
Pretty lady?
“You can’t be in here, and how do I know you need that for your sister?”
“Know many thirty-five-year-olds wanting to steal a pink notebook?” He holds up the book and jiggles it before him.
“Maybe I should call security.” It’s a bit extreme for sheets of paper attached with a metal spiral, but I set my stack of notebooks down on the nearest student desk and rustle through my bag for my phone. I don’t want to start slipping down the path of every teacher’s nightmare—school bombs or a deranged shooter—so a quick call to security should clear this up.
“Now, wait a minute. Let’s not do anything foolish here.”
His statement surprises me. I finally have the phone in my hand, and I’m ready to press the buttons when his fingers encircle my wrist. Instantly, I still. It isn’t him exactly, but I don’t like to be touched unaware as I am. My eyes leap to his, finding them brilliant, metallic, and a bit intimidating.
“Don’t touch me,” I hiss, the warning stronger than necessary. He quickly releases his fingers, keeping his palm just off my skin. However, he’s already marked me. My wrist burns from the heat of his touch, and a tingle ripples down my arm with something unfamiliar but not unwelcome. His head tilts again, questioning my tone. 
“Take it easy,” he says, keeping his voice soft. His eyes search mine, but he isn’t going to find anything in them. He won’t be able to read my history in them. I’ve been good at keeping my secrets deeply masked inside me.
“Step back,” I warn, and he takes an exaggerated step back and straightens his body. In all honesty, he could race past me and escape out the door before I even say English literature. He’s much taller than me with an athletic build, like a basketball player with long and lean muscles that still look thick in his jeans and leather jacket.
His eyes hold mine. 
“Just calm down,” he says, almost teasing me. 
“You’re breaking and entering,” I tell him as though I’m an expert in such activity. My overreaction is a result of my racing heart.
“For a notebook?” His smile becomes blinding. “Pink is my color,” he continues to jest, holding the notebook up against his abdomen. “But today I think I prefer green.” He tips his head, eyes focusing on my face. “Or is it brown?” 
I glare back at him. “Those sound like drab colors,” I mock, wondering why we are discussing colors when he still hasn’t explained how he got in this classroom. 
“They might be the most beautiful color combination I’ve ever seen. ‘For she had eyes and chose me.’” His lip slowly crooks up in the corner with a sexy smirk. Or is it a sly smile? A dimple forms, and my insides double dribble. My mouth dries. Why is he looking at me like that, and why does he have to have a damn dimple by his lips? Lips that I notice are slightly plump and soft pink, and I wonder how they’d feel against mine.
I . . . what?
The crooked smile grows, one side higher than the other as if he’s teasing me in some manner.
“How did you get in here again?” I ask, suddenly warm, and I tug at my collar. I’m wearing a light dress for the early September temperature, but I’m overheating in it. 
“I’m not going to answer that question,” he states. “But I’d like to know if I may be dismissed from class?” He winks at me—actually winks. 
“You aren’t a student,” I remind him, which is obvious, and now I look even more foolish than I already have.
“No, but if I were, I’d want you to teach me a lesson or two,” he says, his voice dropping as he steps closer to me. 
More heat radiates from him—or maybe it’s just coming off me—and I’m breaking into a sweat with his proximity. It’s not so much my earlier reaction at him touching me, but more so his general nearness. So close.
Would you like him to be closer? The thought startles me.
“I-I’m certain there’s nothing I could ever teach you,” I stammer. My voice comes out in a strained whisper. Where is this quietness coming from? Why is he unsettling me?
“Oh, pretty lady, the ways you could instruct me are numerous.” 
My mouth falls open, and with that, his smile turns full wattage. Curved lips. White teeth. Deeper dimple. With a sexily sinister gleam to his eyes, he spins, like a pivot in basketball, and slips through the open door behind me.
I’d like to say I followed him, but I needed a moment to gather my wits. I’d just been schooled by a very hot man stealing a pink notebook from a classroom. And I never even asked him who his sister is.
 
+ + +
 
Sitting on my bed later that evening, I’m distracted for the hundredth time from reading through the essays. We hit the ground running with papers due on the students’ summer reading. It’s mainly a way to assess their writing ability, and I’ve been staring at the same one for ten minutes. She didn’t do the assignment. Just wrote her name on the top of the paper and left the rest of the page blank.
What is this? I question again.
Who was he? I answer because I can’t concentrate. 
Was I overreacting a bit, thinking I’d call security? Probably. Then again, there was something in his eyes and the way he asked me not to do it that didn’t register until later. I can’t say he appeared afraid because if anything, he was the frightening one, but still, something in his tone was a plea for understanding. 
Then there was his comment about colors. Green and brown. Drab and dark. What were his words about eyes and choosing him? I look up and into the mirror across my room, catching my own reflection.
It’s the prettiest color combination I’ve ever seen.
Wait. After his comment about color, was he quoting . . . Shakespeare? 
What a flirt. What a tease, actually, because he couldn’t have been flirting with me. He had to have been mocking me.
I shake my head and turn in the direction of the house next door. It’s annoying that my neighbor never pulls down his shade. Tonight, he’s walking around with only a towel wrapped around his waist. For some reason, I sit up straighter. My fingers shake as I slowly reach toward the lamp on my bedside table. The sharp click of the switch makes me jump even though I’m the one who turned it off, and a giggle escapes me. I don’t want to get caught doing what I’m doing, which is watching him.
I’ve been unable to get a clear view of his face from this distance. He’s been in profile every time I’ve seen him. My eyes are drawn to his sleek body, which I imagine is still damp from a shower, hence the towel at his waist. I round his bare shoulders and slip down his firm chest. His muscles have muscles, and it’s almost unfair how fit he looks even from a distance. His head tilts, and something about the movement seems familiar, but I can’t place it. He rubs a hand back and forth over his short, dark head of hair, shaking out the excess water, and I almost feel the spray of it, like kisses against my skin. I exhale with the notion.
I shouldn’t be watching him.
Only, my eyes refuse to pull away. He’s pacing around the room, and then he closes his door, pausing a moment near it. He crosses back to the window, and I lean back as if he can see me, which is ridiculous. My room is dark. I swallow as I watch him loosen the towel, and then it disappears as if it fell to the floor. One arm reaches up for the window frame, and his body turns in profile, as if that arm holds him upright and the weight of the world rests on his shoulders. His other hand comes to the top of his legs. 
Is he . . . he isn’t . . . is he?
I watch as his arm moves forward and back, tugging at something I can’t quite make out but can imagine. I envision it matching the rest of his body—long and lean and muscular. His arm moves faster. His head tips forward. His hips thrust a bit, and heat pools between my thighs. 
Oh, God. I shouldn’t watch, but I do, and my fingers slip between my legs, blindly reaching for a spot that hasn’t been touched in so long. I dip into my own underwear, eyes glued to his movements. The clench of his backside. The tug of his hand. The tilt of his lower body. My eyes close as I picture him doing it all before me, moving like that inside me, and then I lose control. The rush is fast and too brief and sadly unfamiliar. I haven’t had an orgasm in forever.
I sheepishly look over at the neighbor as if he can see me, see what I’ve done. 
He stills.
Head back. Arm stationary. Opposite hand banging on the window’s edge. 
Did he . . . he had to have . . . and does he know I saw him?
As I continue to stare toward his room, he pulls down the shade for the first time since I’ve looked over at his window, and I take it as a signal. 
He knows I watched him.
I wonder if he liked it.
 



Lesson 6
There are no stupid questions.
 
[Leon]
 
How do I get myself into these predicaments?
Oh wait, I know this answer. Because you never learn, Leon. 
First, Lys had a total meltdown because she’d forgotten some notebook, and when I told her to just write her assignment on another sheet of paper and hand in whatever it was the next day with an explanation, she told me she couldn’t. It had to be in her journal. I hate that I understand her plea because I like to keep all my sketches and drawings in one book and not necessarily on separate pieces of paper. So I broke into the school, reliving my younger years, and ran into the beautiful chick from the alley. I wonder if she’s the teacher-wife of Arnie’s friend, remembering he said her name was Tricia Walker, as in possibly the Tricia that Trent dude cornered.
It would explain her flinch. She didn’t appreciate my hands on her, and I wonder if he’d put his hands on her in a way she didn’t want. The hiss to her voice. The narrowing of her eyes. Those beautiful eyes . . . they were on fire, but I recognized that look. Fear flared behind the fierceness.
I’ll kill him.
No, you wouldn’t, my head warns, overruling my gut reaction. You’ve already been in the slammer, and you are not going back, remember?
Right.
Next, I’m standing in my room merging Tricia’s image with my mystery next-door neighbor and decide to play a little game with her, wondering if she’s watching me. I clench my dick in one fist and jerk until I can’t take the pressure. It isn’t as good as having female hands around me or better yet, soft, sweet, cherry-red lips like hers, but the fantasy works well enough that I go off with a bang.
I had to bite my cheek to contain my groan and hope Lys didn’t hear me in the next room. I can’t get off in the bathroom anymore as I had to instill rules about the shower length and bathroom hogging. Not to mention, there’s hardly any warm water by the time I get in there, and a cold shower defeats the purpose.
Glancing at the lowered window shade across the drive, I wonder if she enjoyed the show.
Maybe she didn’t even watch, you idiot.
Only I’d felt eyes on me, like someone had been watching, and it wasn’t the sense of someone staking me out for a hit but actually observing me with interest. Maybe curiosity. Does my neighbor want to touch me?
It’s a ridiculous thought.
I haven’t even met her. She leaves each morning after me and arrives back to her house near dark. This weekend will mark a week, and I figure it would be nice to meet her just once. After the show you just gave her, she might not want to look at you, my head warns. After the show I just performed, I’m hoping she wants to meet me even more.
 
+ + + 
 
I don’t have too much time to ponder my neighbor when a few nights later the hot water heater seems to be on the outs. I’ve worked on mechanical equipment, and this piece of shit is just done. I call the landlord first, who refers me to a business called QuickFix. They’re going to take one look at the old thing and tell me what I already know. It needs to be replaced.
To my surprise, Ponytail Guy is at my door when I open it.
“Jess Carter,” he introduces himself, entering the house with that bandana around his forehead. He’d never get away with wearing colors like that where I’m from. He’d be mistaken for what he isn’t and possibly shot dead. The thought makes me shiver. 
“I remember,” I state, shaking his hand. “From the alley.”
He does a double take of my outfit, which happens to be basketball shorts and a tee. “That was you?”
“Yeah.” I reach for the back of my neck and scratch. Attire can change the perception of a man, and I suppose I look more athletic than I do in my normal uniform of intense motorcycle black or wearing my mechanic overalls.
I explain the hot water heater situation, telling him I already know the thing is a bust, but he does his job and confirms it with one look.
“Need a place to shower tonight?”
I shake my head. My sisters can either suffer through cold water or hold out until tomorrow. 
“Okay, let me contact Mrs. Drummond and give her the good news.” He smirks as he says it. An argument follows as he speaks to her on his cell phone. I’m sensing she doesn’t want to pay to replace a broken appliance, but I don’t have money for a hot water heater, and I’m not investing in a house that’s not my own.
A house. I’ll never make that kind of investment. I don’t even know where I’d settle. I figure I’ll always be moving around, especially once I give Lena and Lys back to my parents. I can’t stay in one place too long. It feels too risky.
“We can deliver it tomorrow, although it will probably be my brother Tom if that’s okay?” Jess addresses me once he finishes the call. He explains how he and his brother have a few businesses. QuickFix is just what the name entails—quick fixes in a home.
“Sure.” 
Jess makes his way to my front door, and I follow, struggling with myself.
Don’t ask him.
Don’t get involved.
You don’t want to know.
“So, um . . . how’s that woman from the other night? Tricia, was it?” Real smooth there, Leon, but whatever.
Jess stops and turns back to me. “What do you mean?”
“Well, that guy Trent was pretty intense, and she seemed afraid of him. She okay?”
His jaw clenches as if he’s considering something.
“Yeah, she’ll be okay. He’s a dick. We just avoid him.” It isn’t really an answer, and it appears she can’t avoid him. He’s like a lost dog following after his favorite bone. 
“She safe?” Back off, my head warns, especially when his eyes narrow.
“You seem pretty interested in my sister.”
Whoa. Sister?

“No, man. Just . . . it was a heated moment. Wanted to be sure she was cool.”
He nods slowly. “Yeah, cool.” 
Not smooth, Leon. Not smooth at all. “So tomorrow. Water heater. What time do you expect it because I need to work?”
“Where do you work?” 
“Dixon’s.”
“His restoration place or the garage?”
“Garage, but I’m hoping to move up. I have more skill than just oil changes.” I don’t know why I’m suddenly explaining myself. Maybe I want to sound better than I am after sniffing around a place I shouldn’t be sniffing.
His sister.
“I’ve known Dixon for a bit. Want me to talk to him?”
My head tilts, wondering what his agenda would be if he did. What’s in it for him?
“Nah. I’m willing to prove myself.” It’s true. I’m looking to get wherever I’m going honestly, for once. I have a sketchbook of drawings ready to show off my talent once I’m ready.
“Okay. We can set up to meet Mrs. Drummond here. She’ll want to supervise Tom anyway, and that could take hours. Let him handle her. You okay with that?”
“Got nothing to steal here,” I say, scanning the place, knowing it isn’t great, but it’s still space. Jess quizzically looks at me and then nods once before helping himself to the door.
I call out my thanks before closing the door after him, leaning against the wood barrier and tipping my head back.
Why was I asking questions?
I don’t need any answers. I don’t want to be involved.
 



Lesson 7
Dialogue involves two people talking.
 
[Tricia]
 
“Hey, Tricia.” Levi’s changing voice startles me one afternoon. It’s the second week of school, and his dedication to seeing me every day hasn’t waned. He’s such a good kid despite the rest of his family. He’s the only one I miss, and I’ve been worried about him.
“Hey, baby,” I address him. His cheeks pink, and I bite my lip. Old habits will die hard when it comes to him, and I have two issues. The first one is that he’s fourteen and a freshman in high school and calling him baby might embarrass him. Secondly, while he’s my brother-in-law—future ex-brother-in-law—I’m always going to consider him partially mine. However, Trent was very clear about it. Levi was not my child, nor my sibling. After being abandoned by his mother, Trent took over the responsibility of raising his younger brother, who is sixteen years younger than him. Their father is mostly incapacitated each day from excessive drinking, so caring for Levi might be the only decent thing Trent ever did. It’s one reason I loved him in the beginning. He was devoted to his kid brother. Of course, ten years of Levi’s upbringing fell partially on my shoulders, but I didn’t begrudge it. It was a reason I wanted children of our own. It was also a reason Trent didn’t. He felt he’d already raised a child.
“You doing okay so far this year?” I ask him as I straighten the desks in my room before the lunch break. Levi wants to make the basketball team, and he needs to keep his grades up to do so. Thankfully, he’s conscious of his studies, and he knows I’ll tutor him if he needs me. 
“Yeah.” His voice is quiet. The softness in his voice is similar to the way he sounds in the moments after Trent takes something out on Levi or insults him in some way. I never liked how Trent spoke to his younger brother, and we had our fair share of arguments about it. Sometimes, the result was Trent’s biting tongue lashing out at me. 
“What’s going on?” I ask, pausing with my hands still on a student’s desk.
“How’s your new house?” he questions, knowing I moved out of my mother’s home where I lived most of the summer. Levi’s old enough to understand. His brother wasn’t kind to me, and I needed to leave for my own self-preservation. It killed me not to suggest Levi leave with me. Technically, with his father still alive and present in their home, Levi wouldn’t be able to explain running off to live with me. It’s a small town. Everyone knows Robert Walker’s condition. It’s one of those things where people help when they can and hold their breaths, wishing for the best for Levi. I hate the feeling.
“It’s great,” I say, hoping I don’t sound like I’m gloating. The place isn’t great, but it will be one day.
“Can I come see it sometime?” His sheepish question pokes at my chest.
“You can visit me anytime,” I say, but Levi is too young to legally drive even though he already knows how to steer a vehicle. A bigger issue is I don’t want Trent giving Levi a ride to my place. I don’t want him anywhere near it. It’s a small town, and I’ve no doubt he already knows where I live. Some nights I feel like someone’s watching me, and it’s more than the neighbor in his window across my drive. It’s a presence I sense through my front window or at the back door. I hate the sensation.
Levi shrugs before he speaks. “Maybe this weekend?” Weekends are the worst for Levi because he’s home more than normal and so is his father. With Trent considered working from home—and I use the term loosely—Saturdays and Sundays are not always pleasant days for Levi. It’s too much family togetherness, which Levi usually avoids by going to his friends’ homes. 
“Sure, baby.” I wince. “I’m sorry. I’m trying not to call you baby since you’re a strapping young man of fourteen.”
Levi wrinkles his face. “How about you keep calling me baby and never use strapping young man with me again?”
I chuckle. “Deal. So, Saturday?” I hesitate. I don’t want to go to the house to pick up Levi because I don’t want to be anywhere near the Walker property.
“Perfect.” His adolescent face breaks into a grin. His rounded, little-boy features are changing into the more defined edges and angles of a young man. Soon he’ll be sporting more hair on his jaw and that voice will drop deeper. He’s going to be a looker as he ages. I only hope he won’t be a heartbreaker like his brother. “And don’t worry, I can find a ride to your place.” 
He gives me another wide smile. “I gotta get to lunch,” he adds, excusing himself from the room. It’s only minutes later I realize he didn’t ask me where I live, and I shiver.
 
+ + +
 
Since the start of school, I have had my students write in a journal. Each day, they must respond to a prompt. I assure students the journal is only a conversation between them as an individual and myself unless I have concerns of self-harm or harm to others. I don’t read responses every day, but I’m a little worried about my new student, Amaryllis Ramirez. She’s quiet, shy, and keeps to herself, which caught my attention and prompted me to read through her notebook.
The first thing I notice isn’t so much what she wrote but how she wrote it. The sentence structure isn’t where I’d expect, and the spelling is phonetic in places. In other places, words are left out so I can’t be certain if what I read is what she meant to say.
Parents missing.
Lives with brother.
Only moved here last week.
There’s definitely a disconnect with her writing because when she’s called on in class, she speaks well enough. Based on a few things in her journal, I think she could use a check-in with the school social worker. My concerns are solidified when I look in her student file. The parents’ names are listed but another person is named as guardian. There’s no phone number or email contact, which is my preference for home communication. The current address is missing with a note: waiting on utility bill for proof of residency. Her previous address lists Chicago. The rest of her file is empty, meaning she’s missing prior school records. It’s very strange, and when I bring it to the attention of the school secretary, she tells me Amaryllis is a transfer to the district.
“How am I supposed to reach the guardian?” I ask.
“Ask the student for a phone number.”
The advice isn’t much, but I do just that, requesting that her guardian or parent call me. 
Only another week passes without any returned messages from the guardian, who I confirm with Lys is her older brother. My concerns for her academic ability have grown after some basic reading and writing tests we administer to all students. Amaryllis is not on grade level.
Then one day, I see Commercial Break—the nickname Jenna and I have given our afternoon basketball player—shooting hoops just before the bell rings to end the day. The nickname comes from an old television commercial where a group of women drink diet cola and ogle a construction worker. As I’m lost in my final moments of drooling over the mystery man, I watch a girl approach him. It’s hard to be certain from this angle who it is, but the distinct jet-black hair stands out to me. Is that Amaryllis? I track her path as she nears the court and the basketball hottie turns to her. Is she . . . dating him? She can’t be. Although his physique is masculinity defined to a T, his stature also suggests he’s older than high school, and she’s only fourteen, fifteen at most. They chat for a moment, and then he approaches her, slipping an arm over her shoulders and tugging her into him. My older brothers used to do the same thing to me before putting me in a headlock and rubbing their knuckles into my hair. 
A lightbulb turns on. Is Commercial Break the older brother?
Setting my soda can down, I race out of my classroom and run down the hall, which we tell the students never to do. I take the stairs at a steadier pace since I’m wearing heels and then rush out the back doors of the building to discover I’m too late. I lost them in the time it took me to get to the parking lot. I spin around like I’m the only human on earth wondering where everyone else went.
 
+ + + 
 
The next day, I tell Amaryllis it’s imperative I speak with her brother. She nods like she understands, but he still doesn’t contact me. I’m close to threatening a home visit but decide I’ll wait until open house, a night for parents—or guardians—to visit the high school and walk the student’s schedule at seven-minute intervals. It’s sort of like speed dating, not that I’d know anything about that. I try not to think about how I haven’t been on a date since I’d gotten married ten years ago and how before that, I was with Trent for two years, and we didn’t go out on traditional dates. 
That’s a long time, Tricia, my dad’s voice says to me with a touch of concern.
I know, Daddy.
As students and parents file in on the night of the open house, I’m in the hallway greeting them, making eye contact with Jenna next door on occasion. Suddenly, the air in the corridor seems to still. It’s like a parting of the crowd, like you’d see in those young adult movies when the popular kids arrive at the building. Only this isn’t some high school jock walking down the hallway. This is a man dressed in head-to-toe black. Leather jacket. Motorcycle boots. Tee and jeans. Even his hair is dark, and his eyes narrow in on me as he draws closer to my door. 
“Back to steal more pink notebooks,” I snark, although it comes out breathless and meek and just all kinds of wrong.
“Actually, I’m looking for a Ms. Carter. Lys told me this is the room number.” I’d decided to return to my maiden name at the start of the school year even though my divorce isn’t fully final yet.
“Lys?” I question, brows pinching together.
“Amaryllis Ramirez.” The way he says her name, the Rs rolling over his tongue, is like a lick along my neck. Wild, dirty thoughts come to mind about the strength of that tongue, what it takes to curve just right, and how it might feel in certain places on my body.
Oh my. Suddenly, I’m so warm I tug at the collar of my dress. Heat fills my face, and I itch to fan myself with my hand. Instead, I curl my fingers tighter into the neck of the light material near my throat as though this is a normal position and continue to observe him.
“I’m her brother.” He doesn’t offer a name but does extend his hand. Only, I continue to stare at him, lost in those unusual gray eyes. I know him. It’s more than the run-in in the classroom a few weeks ago. 
He’s the man from the alley.
“Where have you been?” I whisper, breathless again. Still holding his gaze, he returns his hand to his pocket. I didn’t end up shaking it. He tilts his head, questioning my question, and I shake mine to clear it and continue.
“I’m so sorry. Yes, Ms. Carter. That’s me. I’m her teacher. You’re her brother?” I swallow. “I mean, you are her brother. Wonderful. Come in.” 
He smiles slowly. It’s the same swoony smirk I glimpsed the night I caught him stealing the notebook—the one he was picking up for his sister, who is my student. His tongue peeks forward, and my vision follows the swipe of it over his pouty bottom lip.
Diet cola in a tequila cup.
I have no idea what that means, but it’s better than cursing, which I want to do, right before I press up on my toes and see how those lips feel against mine. Shocked by my sudden thoughts, I take a giant step back and kick a metal locker which echoes down the hall, causing a few people to turn their heads. The chime overhead signals the start of a new period, and I need to begin my presentation about freshman English. I have no idea what I say to this group of parents as I’m so distracted by the tall man casually leaning against the back wall of my classroom. With arms crossed, he’s watching me, and I can’t think straight. Before I know it, the seven minutes are up. The chime rings for the parents to rotate, and they move, emptying from the desks and shyly waving or thanking me for my time. 
Just as Amaryllis’s brother is about to leave the room, my senses return to me. “Wait,” I call out a little too loudly. He stops and turns around.
“Am I in trouble, teacher?” The way he asks—the way his voice drops—makes me want to tell him he’s in all kinds of trouble, and he needs to be punished even though we don’t do that anymore. We aren’t about consequences as much as rewards in education these days. Still, he isn’t in trouble, but he is trouble—with a capital T.
“Yes,” I choke out. “I mean, no. I need to speak with you about Amaryllis.”
He steps back into the room, coming closer to my desk, and I lean my hands against it, my palms sweating. I use the furniture for support as my heart races. Focus, Tricia.
“Is Lys in trouble?” His voice rings with both concern and surprise. 
“No. I just think we should talk about her. Her student file is incomplete. She’s missing a home address as well as an email contact, and I’ve been trying to set up a conference for two weeks. I’ve called a number she provided but haven’t gotten any response to the messages I’ve left. I’ve also sent Amaryllis home with messages that I need to speak with you. Or whoever is in charge of her.”
“I’m in charge,” he says, standing up a little taller, a little more frightening as his face hardens. “What’s she done?”
“Nothing. She’s sweet and good. Excessively shy,” I say, pressing off the desk finally and meeting his deep, soft, silvery eyes.
Stay focused, teach.
“But I’m concerned about her. I know she’s new to the district, and that’s another thing—we’re missing her former school records. I’m worried about her writing skills, which have a direct correlation to her reading ability. Do you know if she has any learning disabilities?”
“She isn’t dumb.”
“I’m not saying she is,” I state, holding up a hand at his defensive tone. “Perhaps she was in a bilingual classroom or some sort of special education class?” It’s my first thought, as she couldn’t have gotten this far without some academic support in the past, and even then, I’m not certain how she’s in a regular classroom setting. She needs more individualized attention.
“So, you’re saying because she’s Latino she must be stupid.”
My mouth falls open. “I am not saying that at all,” I defend. 
“She’s not going in with the dumb kids,” he commands, his voice turning angry. Just because students are in special education does not mean they are not smart, and I’m offended at his implication. 
“I beg your pardon, but . . .”
“You can beg all you want, but my sister is not stupid.”
“I’m not saying she is. All I’m saying is I think she needs academic support, and I’m wondering if she had it in the past, back at her middle school, maybe.” 
Is he getting even taller? Bigger and broader? It doesn’t matter because I face off with him despite my smaller stature. He stares at me with an uncertainty in his eyes. Does he not know his sister’s educational history? How long has she lived with him? Or has he not paid attention to her despite being her guardian? I know all about this kind of big brother neglect. While Trent provided the basics for Levi, there were many areas where he lacked as a brother. He didn’t understand Levi’s dedication to school. He hardly knew his younger brother’s friends. He didn’t even notice what food Levi did or didn’t like to eat. Ironically, the reverse happened for Levi. He worshipped his older brother.
“I . . . I don’t know. I’ll have to ask Lys.”
“Maybe I could have your name and phone number,” I begin, spinning for my desk and searching for a scrap piece of paper. I want to confirm the number Lys gave me is actually her brother’s. I’d cleared off my desk before the open house and need to bend toward the side drawers to search for a notepad and pen. “I could call you and set up an appointment for a conference.” I stand upright holding a pen and paper only to discover her brother has disappeared from my classroom. Rushing to the hallway, I find parents lingering, waiting for me to greet them and let them into my room for the next presentation. Distractedly, I tell them to enter, searching for a head I know will stand above the rest, but he’s nowhere to be seen.


 



Lesson 8
Trouble has a flavor and tastes like a woman.
 
[Tricia]
 
After the open house, I ask Jenna to join me for a drink at the Town Tavern. It’s Thursday, and my family will be gathered there. She declines, saying she’s bushed from the extended workday. I park in my driveway, which is vacant of the neighbor’s SUV and motorcycle. I head to the alley and walk only three houses down before I enter the Tavern from the back entrance.
My eldest brother Tom greets me as I enter. He and I look alike with dark hair and green-brown eyes. The siblings between us—Jess and Pam, born only eleven months apart—both have blue eyes and cornstalk-blond hair. Their hair is also the same length, coming just under their chins. Tom’s wife, Karyn, is also here. She looks like an Irish dancer with curly black hair and the bluest of eyes. They’ve been married for what feels like forever, and their marriage links the Carter and Scott families.
I fall into a seat next to my sister-in-law.
“Rough day at the office?” Karyn teases. She knows I don’t work in an office any more than she does. She’s a nurse. 
“It’s been a long day, and I have a troublesome student.”
“Already?” She giggles. I’ve shared stories with her in the past, but in a small-town community, you need to be careful what you say when you live and work here. The older I am, the closer I get to teaching some of our former classmate’s children, and it’s just weird. Not to mention, it’s a reminder how far behind I am compared to my peers. As if I’m a student of life, and I’m failing Family 101. 
“She’s not trouble. I’m just worried about her. She lives with her brother, who is really elusive, and I need background information on her that we don’t have. And—” Suddenly, my mouth goes dry and my words falter as my brother Jess walks through the front door with none other than Amaryllis’s brother.
“Who is that?” Karyn whispers, her voice cracking as she stares at the intense male looking deliciously sinful.
“Eyes off the prize.” Tom snaps his fingers before her eyes to draw her attention away from the new person in the bar. 
“Oh, shut up. You look all the time,” Karyn teases, but she isn’t wrong. My brother would never cheat on his wife, but he’s a notorious flirt, and honestly, sometimes, I find it insulting on her behalf. Karyn is beautiful, and my brother can be an idiot. My brother Jess can be too. Instead of going after the woman he fell in love with this summer, he let her go, and he’s still pining over her. 
Jess steps up to the table, and Amaryllis’s brother’s eyes instantly meet mine. His lips purse with hesitation a second while Jess begins the introductions. “Leon Ramirez, this is my family.” He points out Tom and Karyn. And then me. “And this is our baby sister, Tricia. You might remember her as the one you rescued in the alley.”
Heat rushes to my face, and Karyn turns on me. “What happened in the alley?”
“It was nothing,” I mutter.
“Trent cornered her,” Jess announces, catching Tom’s eye.
“Why don’t you announce it to the entire bar?” I mumble.
“Why don’t you just tell us what happened?” Tom retorts. He’s rarely serious, but when it comes to my divorce—which seems sudden to my family—he doesn’t joke. They all want answers that I’m not ready to give. 
“Do we need to do this now?” I hiss, shifting my eyes from Tom to our guest, who is still watching me. 
“Ms. Carter is also my sister’s teacher,” Leon says, drawing the attention away from Trent but still not entirely off me.
“Ms. Carter,” Tom drawls, arching an eyebrow at me with a little grin.
“Well”—Karyn sighs—“maybe big brother needs to come in for a conference.” I crane my neck, facing her, wondering how she knows big brother does actually need to do that, and then she winks at me. More heat rushes to my face, and despite the looseness of my dress, I tug at the neck again. Glancing up, I see Leon watching me adjust my clothing like I did earlier.
Jess directs Leon to the seat next to mine and takes the last seat available at our table for himself.
“Where’s Pam?” I ask.
“Who knows?” Karyn answers. Our sister has a mystery job that she works outside her regular job as manager at Mae’s Flowers, a garden center up the highway from the main town. She always jokes she’d tell us what she does but then she’d have to kill us. In all seriousness, it comes with an NDA, and she refuses to break it. Not even a teeny-tiny hint. 
“So Leon, new in town? Got a wife, children, more sisters?”
“Jesus, Tom, just cut to the quick why don’t you?” Karyn admonishes her husband before reaching for her beer and turning back to our guest. “Ignore him.”
“Don’t ignore me. Just answer so we can feel like old friends and move on,” Tom states.
“What is this, a chick flick? Let’s be friends? Let the guy enjoy a beer,” Jess protests.
“How do you know each other?” Karyn asks.
Jess smirks. “We’re old friends.”
I shake my head. This whole conversation is going nowhere, and I almost feel sorry for Leon. He rubs his hands down his thighs.
“Actually, the quick and dirty is, I’ve lived here about six months. I work at Dixon’s Repair and Restoration, and I’ve newly acquired my little sisters. Lys is Ms. Carter’s student, and Lena is a senior.”
“Our daughter, Meghan, is a freshman, too.” Karyn smiles. “And a senior? Does Lena know our Madison? She’s also a senior and a cheerleader.” Karyn’s proud mama moment passes when Leon continues.
“Yeah, I don’t think Lena’s into the sports scene.” He reaches for his beer and takes a quick sip, and I have all kinds of questions I want to ask. How did he “acquire his sisters,” as he calls it? What happened to his parents? Did something tragic happen? Lys mentioned they were missing. What does that mean? I want to fire off my own set of questions, but Leon continues.
“No wife. No children that I’m aware of,” he says with a smirk, and Tom snorts.
“Think there might be?” Jess asks, his voice a little edgier than necessary.
“No. Definitely not.” His eyes flick to me for a moment and then drop to the table.
“See? None of that was painful, and now we know it all,” Tom says like he’s a friend-making master.
“Except where you are from,” Karyn says.
“Chicago.” As soon as Leon answers, Jess stiffens with his beer held almost to his lips. The woman of his dreams lives there, as does his ex-wife—who was definitely not the woman of his dreams.
“Chicago?” Tom asks excitedly, and I close my eyes on behalf of my other brother. “Do you know Emily Post of Chicago?” Tom adds a chuckle to her name, and we all look over at Jess, who looks like he’s caught between feeling sick and wanting to kill our eldest brother. 
“Who?” Leon questions, and I lean over to him. 
“Don’t ask.” I patronizingly pat his hand. I’m in this position when the front door to the bar opens and in walks Trent with another woman wrapped around his waist, and I freeze. My fingers curl over Leon’s wrist, digging into his skin as they did the night Trent followed me to the alley. I won’t be rushing off again, especially if Trent might give chase again.
Our table grows silent as Trent enters, and Baz speaks directly to Trent from behind the bar.
“No trouble tonight or you’re out,” the bald man behind the bar warns his newest customer. Trent salutes him and then his eyes find me and fall to my hand on Leon. 
I should remove my fingers. I don’t know why I’m gripping a stranger, only I can’t seem to let go of him, and then Leon does the strangest thing. He sits back, a vision of casual and calm. He covers the back of my hand with his and moves it to his thigh. Then he lays his arm on the back of my chair. Trent’s eyes narrow, and Leon curls his fingers into the ends of my long hair. It’s possessive, and it’s freaking sexy.
I should be asking Leon what the hell he thinks he’s doing, but Trent hasn’t moved. The woman with him slinks around him to talk to someone at the bar, oblivious to the tension coming from our table. Leon reaches forward for his beer with one hand acting like it’s totally normal that the fingers on his other hand are wrapped in the ends of my hair while his arm lays on the back of my chair.
“Oh my,” Karyn whispers beside me, and I want to turn my head to look at her, but I can’t move. I’m locked in the cobra stare Trent has on me. The one he’s used countless times to get what he wanted or do what he willed. I can’t seem to break from it, but I feel my fingers curling into Leon’s thigh, my nails digging into the dark denim and thick muscle. 
Leon leans toward me, his breath brushing the side of my face.
“A man could get jealous, his girl checking out another man in this place.”
I swallow. He can’t mean me. I’m not his girl.
“What is it, pretty lady?” he says to me, his voice a kiss against the clammy skin of my cheek. 
Licking my lips to fight the dry feeling in my mouth, I finally pull away from Trent’s gaze to find Leon’s mouth hardly an inch from mine.
“I don’t like him.” I sound like a child. Trent Walker was mean to me. The tattletale voice mocks me. You wanted to hang with the boys, Trent’s voice retorts back in my head. I no longer want to be with him. I thought he wanted to be with me because he understood me, but I learned too late he didn’t understand me at all. It turns out, I didn’t know him either. 
“Don’t like him staring at you,” Leon says, his voice dropping deeper. My eyes watch Leon’s lips, feeling the pressure of my family suddenly watching us. 
“I don’t know how to make him go away,” I whisper.
“I do,” he says. His mouth brushes mine. It’s more a swipe, like a paintbrush’s first touch on the canvas, but it’s firm enough as he passes over my mouth that the burn blazes a lingering trail.
Do it again, my head screams.
“Um . . .” Jess clears his throat.
“That was epic,” Tom cheers with a clap-clap, and I pull away from Leon, startled myself. Turning to Karyn, I tenderly tickle my fingers over my lips as if something visibly remains. I don’t want to wipe it away, but I wonder if they can physically see his kiss on me. 
“What happened?” I ask her, holding her eyes.
“I think Leon just pissed Trent off.”
My head swings back to the front door to find Trent and his date gone. Leon leans forward, slipping his arm over my head and returning his hands to his lap. His eyes lock with Jess’s.
“Sorry about that, man.” He scrubs a hand down his face.
“Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to her.” Jess tips his beer toward me as his brow pinches together. “Or maybe not . . .” His voice drifts as he stares at me. I have no idea what my expression must read.
Leon turns back to me. “I’m sorry about that. Just wanted him to step back.”
I wave a hand, a schoolgirl giggle in my throat. “Oh, that’s okay.” That’s okay that you kissed me. In front of my family. In the crowded bar. Where we explained that we just met.
That’s okay, I lie to myself as I realize that brush on my lips was better than any kiss I’ve ever had, and I’ll never be the same again.
 



Lesson 9
Home can be filled with troubled hearts.
 
[Leon]
 
From the moment I saw her, I’d known she was trouble.
Now look what you did, Leon. You kissed her in front of her not-yet-ex-old-man and her family, starting a pissing match and the inquisition. They’re all going to want to know when I’m marrying their little princess, and it’s too bad because I like Jess Carter. He’s a decent guy.
“That was . . .” Tom’s wife, Karyn, fans her face, and Tricia’s eyes bore into the table. I swear she’s about to set it on fire.
“I should get going,” she mumbles and reaches for her bag over the back of her chair. 
“How’d you get here?” Jess asks her, the concern visible on his face as he watches his sister. I realize I’m not the only one getting asshole vibes off her ex. 
“I walked.” She stands, hiking her tote over her shoulder and smiles weakly at Jess. “I’ll see you guys later.”
“Wait,” her brothers say in unison, but I’m the fool that interjects with, “I’ll walk you home.”
Now both brothers are beaming fireballs at me, and I turn my head from brother to brother. Holding up a hand to emphasize I’ll stand down, I add, “You guys got it. I get it.”
I do. They’re being protective of their own, and that’s admirable. I’m trying to protect my sisters as well. I’ve only ever done that from afar. It wasn’t smart for me to linger around my younger siblings. I wanted to provide them with a better life by keeping my distance.
“It’s only across the alley, so no one’s ‘got it’ but me.” Tricia uses air quotes, and it’s girly-shit cute. 
Karyn reaches for Tricia’s wrist. “Be smart, Tricia. You shouldn’t be walking home alone.”
My head turns to her sister-in-law. The last thing I would call Elk Lake City is dangerous, but there’s something unsettling around the table.
“It’s time for me to head out as well. I need to check on my sisters.” I push back my chair and stand. “I only live across the alley as well, so I can walk you.”
Jess huffs, and I look up at him, ready to thank him for the invite to join him for a beer. He’s been cool to handle Mrs. Drummond for me, who’s clearly old and a bit forgetful. She’s also wary of me because I’m different from her. Tattoos. Accent. Skin. Some people…While I don’t want to frighten her, I know I do. I’m new here, so she doesn’t trust me, but as Jess is someone familiar, she listens to him. 
“Hey, thanks for—”
“You know you two are neighbors, right?” Jess interjects, and I look over at Tricia. The first thing that comes to mind is the neighbor across from my bedroom window. The girl in outline each night with dark hair, a sweet nightie, and . . . holy crap. I’ve seen her naked. On one of those first nights after she moved in, I saw her walking around after a shower. She’s got a tight body, and I swallow back the fantasies I’ve had of her. 
It all makes sense in a way. I thought I was just mixing up the woman in the alley with the neighbor, but they are one and the same. 
And the sexiest thing I’ve seen her do at night is tuck her feet into the edge of her sheets, put on a pair of eyeglasses, and read. Being a Shakespeare man myself, I watch her, wondering what’s so interesting in whatever book she holds. I’ve wondered what her face looks like up close. Does she smile or frown? She laughs sometimes because I see her head tip back and her shoulders shake. She covers her mouth with her hand when she gasps. It’s all a bit creepy that I know these things about her. I get that.
Tricia looks up at me, but I ignore her gaze. I reach out for Jess’s hand to shake it and do the same with Tom.
“Call me,” Karyn says to Tricia, positioning her fingers near her ear like a phone before I follow Tricia out into the alley.
“Sorry about all that,” I say again after only a few feet of awkward silence. I scratch at the back of my neck like I have an itch, but it’s a nervous habit. 
She waves her hand as she did earlier, dismissing everything that happened, including that kiss. My mouth hardly touched on hers, but she didn’t lean away. She followed me when I pulled back, and I wanted to take it further. Right there in the bar, I wanted to shove my tongue into her mouth and kiss her breathless. She looked a bit dazed when I drew away, and it had been kind of empowering, sweet even. 
It isn’t that I haven’t been with a woman since leaving the slammer, but it’s not like I’ve had a connection with anyone either. Not after the mind games an old friend with benefits used to play with me. I’ve never had someone sweet like this teacher walking next to me.
“Your brothers aren’t wrong. You shouldn’t be walking around at night alone, even if this is Mayberry.”
Her head turns to me. “You seem too young to know what Mayberry means.”
“Like you’re so old,” I mock.
“I’m thirty-two.”
I snort. “You look twenty-five, and I’m older than you.” 
Her eyes shift back to me as we cross the alley. I’m following her lead, but we’re basically going to the same place, and I’m wondering if she knows this as she hasn’t mentioned it.
“I’m thirty-five,” I clarify. Thirty-five with no formal education and a prison record. It’s a wonder I have a job, which was difficult to obtain at first. One reason I moved here was to get away from my past. 
A fresh start.
We fall into silence again, but in no time, we hit the back of our collective yards.
“My brothers worry because our father was killed walking home from the Tavern.”
Jesus. “That fucking blows.”
She laughs, and it comes out like a puff of air. “Yeah, that’s one way of looking at it. In case you haven’t noticed, the side streets don’t have sidewalks. He was walking in the street when a drunk driver hit him.”
Shit. 
She looks up ahead of us and squints in the dark. “The sad thing is he was only two blocks from home.” Her voice drifts off, and I sympathize with her more than she’ll ever know. My thoughts rush to my younger brother, but I force them away as soon as they come at me.
“Anyway, that’s why they worry,” she says, releasing a breath again as we hit the grass to the yards. Mrs. Drummond should put up a privacy fence back here so her tenants can be blocked from the back of these businesses.
“I think your brothers worry because of your douche ex.” My voice comes out harsh. I have stronger words for him. “I can’t believe he left you for that,” I blurt next. The woman draped over her future ex had desperate written all over her. Doesn’t she know she’s with someone else’s man? Or maybe she’s one of those women who doesn’t care? Like Rina, my ex-whatever-she-was before life went to shit. Then again, she was a part of the shit in my life.
“Yeah,” she whispers. I remember what she said about Trent. I don’t like him. I can’t get him to go away. I once knew a guy who took care of situations like that. He could make a dick like her ex disappear, but I’m not in that circle any longer.
And you’re never going back.
“Anyway, here I am,” she says. We pause on the driveway between the two houses that mirror one another, and I look up, noting a light on in the second window of my home. Hopefully, Lys is doing her homework. We need to chat after my earlier discussion with her teacher, Ms. Carter.
My eyes drift back to Tricia.
Ms. Carter. If I’d had a teacher like her, I might have finished my senior year just to look at her every day. Internally, I laugh. If I’d had a teacher like her, I’d have only dreamed of getting her on her back on the front desk while I hovered over her.
“This is me, too,” I say and watch her glance from my windows to hers, and then her expression shifts. Her hand reaches for her lips like she does when she’s reading. Like when she realizes something bad has happened.
“You’re my neighbor,” she states as if it just caught up to her that neighbor means the boy next door. Although I’m nowhere near that innocent. “The next-door neighbor.” 
She sharply inhales.
“Oh, my God. I . . . you . . .” She’s pointing back and forth between the houses as our neighbor status sinks in. I wonder if she knows I’ve seen her naked. The other night I pulled that stunt, jerking off near the window, fantasizing about her, hoping—and now knowing from her stammer—she was actually watching me.
“I need to go,” she mutters, turning toward her front steps. She waves over her shoulder, and I can’t help myself.
“What? No good-night kiss?” I tease to her retreating back. Her wave turns into a flipped finger, and I laugh harder. As she climbs her steps and disappears into her house, I smile to myself. I can’t ever remember feeling like I do at this moment.
And I know this is bad—so, so bad.
 
+ + + 
 
When I enter the house, the high from being near Tricia Carter comes crashing down.
“Where’s Lena, hermanita?” I ask Lys after climbing the stairs to the second floor. I rarely speak Spanish, so the term just slipped out.
“She said she was going out. Meeting friends.” Lys is so innocent as she answers me. She’s still in that awkward transition from girl to woman, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to deal with her.
“She doesn’t have any friends,” I snap, voice already rising, but Lys is only the messenger. My other sister is going to be the death of me. She talks back constantly. She complains about everything, and she wants to go back home so badly she’s killing me. I get it. I’d want to be back with my friends too. As a senior in high school, she feels like she’s missing out because she isn’t with her girls. She will be the first in our family to attend college.
I’ve been thinking a lot about my parents lately. What are their finances like? Do they have money saved for Lena and Lys? How long will this detainment last? And what happens if they don’t return? I don’t have money to send Lena to college.
“Lena said she wouldn’t be long,” Lys interrupts my thoughts.
“How long’s it been?” I question, knowing I’d left the house at close to six to go to that damn open house thing Lys had guilted me into attending. “Mami would go,” she’d said even though it isn’t my fault my parents aren’t here.
“Since you left,” Lys confirms, which means it’s been almost three hours. I don’t even know who to call other than my sister herself, who won’t answer. Instead, I send one angry text after another. I’ll need to dump this phone soon, but for now, I need to keep the number.
Ms. Carter wasn’t wrong. The school doesn’t have a way to contact me, and that’s on purpose, but what happens if one of my sisters gets into trouble or worse, they get sick? I’ve been listening to Lys sniffle lately, and it’s getting on my nerves. 
“We need to talk,” I say to her after I send another warning text to my sister about getting her ass home. “What’s happening at school? Your teacher says she’s worried about you.”
Lys shrugs.
“Were you in a special class in middle school?”
Lys looks up at me all doe-eyed and confused. She understands English, even if Mami and Papi only speak Spanish at home. They can’t help her with homework, though, just like they couldn’t help me or my brother, but I didn’t care. Lys does. She wants to do well, be good, and get ahead. Those are my parents’ plans as well. They wanted a better life for us.
One out of four kids gettin’ there ain’t great odds.
“Lys, this is important. Your teacher thinks you can’t read or write.” I stop myself because that isn’t exactly what she said. In fact, I can’t remember exactly what she’d said because I was so distracted by the movement of her cherry-red lips while she was speaking to me. I was slow to register she had genuine concerns about my sister. 
“I can read and write,” she quietly defends, and I know she thinks she can. We all want to believe we understand the basics. 
“Lys, were you in a special class back at your old school?” I ask again, attempting to be more sensitive. I don’t know about any of this. I hardly know her. While I tried to make an appearance at my parents’ for the occasional birthday or holiday, I kept my distance in order not to bring unwarranted harm to my innocent family.
“I was in a class with only eight kids, but I don’t want to go back.”
“Back to a smaller class?” I clarify because I get it. Who wants to be with the other kids? If Lys struggles to understand English, then it’s a language issue, but I don’t think that’s the concern.
“No, back to that school.”
My brows crease. “You won’t go back there. You’ve moved on to high school. When you go back home, you’ll be at the high school with Lena.”
“I don’t want to go to that high school either,” she whispers, and I’m so confused. What is this?
“Why not?”
She shrugs again, and I don’t understand.
“I need to know what to tell your teacher,” I say as Lys avoids my eyes. “Which reminds me, you never mentioned she’s been wanting to see me for a parent-teacher meeting.” I didn’t get the phone messages either. I ignore unknown numbers and never listen to the voicemails from them.
“You aren’t Mami,” she states, and I agree. I’m not her parent. 
“No, but I’m in charge for now, and I have to know if you’re in trouble.”
“Am I in trouble?” Her brows press together.
“No, but if you need help in school, it’s okay to ask.” Is that what I should say? I don’t know if I believe that. I never would have asked for help in school. I’d let everything slide. I hadn’t cared what my teachers said or my parents threatened. I hadn’t valued any of it, especially after Israel was gone.
Lys only nods, and I’m wondering if she comprehends what I’ve said, let alone can read and write. I’m in over my head here and decide to drop the subject. I need to know what my other sister is up to.
Fortunately, right after I wish Lys a good night and leave her room, I stomp down the steps to find Lena walking into the house.
“Where the fuck have you been?” I lay into her. She can hold her own, so I don’t worry about frightening her like I would Lys. Lys is fragile while Lena is steel. She straightens, and I notice her outfit. More rips than material to her jeans. Sky-high heeled booties. A tight top that shows off my seventeen-year-old sister’s womanly curves.
“I was out with new friends.”
“I didn’t know you had any,” I bark.
Lena flinches, a fissure to her tough girl façade. “You’re an ass, Leon.”
“I only meant I didn’t know you’d met other kids.”
“Yeah, I’ve met people.” Somehow, the clarification stands out to me.
“What does that mean?” My sister is on the edge here. She thinks the other kids are backwoods and light years behind her, which means she might be barking up another tree, looking for an older crowd. 
“It just means I met some people last week at the football game.” High school sports are a big deal to small towns, and I remember the rare occasion I went to a Friday night game with my friends, even if it was only to get high or score a chick. I was a basketball player, so give me a ball to handle over full contact sports any day.
“I’m still waiting on clarification, and I want to meet these people before you go out with them again.”
“Considering you aren’t my dad, I think I’ll pass.”
“Considering I’m all you have, chica, I think you’ll do as I say.” Jesus, I sound like Papi.
“You know I’ll be eighteen in a few weeks. Then I’m outta here.”
Yeah, that’s what she keeps telling me, but this is a real fear. I don’t have a right to hold her back. The only defense I have is it isn’t what my parents would want. They’d want her to stay and finish high school. Hell, I want her to succeed. I want her to go to college, get a degree, and have a good life. Not struggle like I have.
“Lena, how is that gonna work with college? You need to graduate.”
“I’ll go back to Lane,” she explains, referring to her previous high school as if it’s that easy for her. It’s becoming an old conversation. Next, I’ll ask where she is going to live and how she is going to afford rent, and I’ll get the same smart mouth answers. She’ll find a job. Like working at some burger joint is going to cover all her expenses. I’m working at a garage and it’s hardly covering mine, and now I have two more people to worry about.
I’m tired of fighting her.
“You’ll introduce me to your friends,” I state, crossing my arms, shifting from big brother mode to my former position—enforcer.
“Your gang member act doesn’t scare me, Leon,” she snaps, turning ghetto—which she isn’t—in her speech.
“And what do you know about gangs, Lena?” My sister might be tough, but she’s in honors classes at her school. Mami warned me Lena’s been creeping toward a rougher crowd, but I’d like to think she’s smarter than to get involved with trouble. 
“Elle tiene una cabeza fuerte sobre sus hombros,”
Mami used to say. Lena does have a strong head on her shoulders, which means she’s stubborn.
“More than you might think,” Lena counters, and instantly, I lose it, seeing red as I respond to her.
“You don’t know jack shit about gangs, niñita, and you’d do best to never know. They killed your brother. They put me in jail, and that is not where you’re going to end up.” My heart is racing as I point a finger at her, watching her hold herself tall but seeing her shoulders fall. 
“Stop fighting,” Lys cries from the staircase.
“Go to bed,” Lena commands.
“Hey,” I snap at Lena. She’s tough on Lys, but it’s only because she’s unhappy. She hates me, and some days, I hate her, but she’s still my sister. They both are, and Lena doesn’t need to be so rough with Lys.
“Both of you go to bed,” I say, trying to rein myself back in. “And no more going out on school nights.” I glare at Lena who only stares back.
“Like you really care,” she says and turns for the staircase, double-timing up the treads. She has no idea how much I really do fucking care, but she always has to have the final word.
I let arguing with Lena serve as a reminder I don’t deserve the warm feeling—a laugh in my chest—I had earlier as I stood outside with Tricia Carter. 
I don’t deserve anything good like that.
 
 
 



Lesson 10
There’s a reason for clothing.
 
[Tricia]
 
“He’s my neighbor,” I say to Jenna as we watch Leon on the court across the parking lot. We’ve both stayed late to work on lesson plans, and we collectively stare at his body rushing back and forth across the outside court. His body is a machine, sleek and powerful, and I remember what I’d witnessed a few nights back when he took himself in his hand. Since learning he’s the man next door, I’ve been more diligent about closing my shades, but sometimes, after it’s already dark, I open them back up just to peek at him. Most nights, his are closed, and there’s nothing to see.
“You lucky bastard,” Jenna whispers, breathless as if she’s running on that court with him. 
I don’t feel lucky, though. I’ve made no progress with his sister, and he hasn’t come in for the conference I requested. I’ve referred their names to the principal’s office and filled out a form for the social worker.
“Why does he come here every day?” she wonders aloud. I’ve had the same thought. We have a local men’s league that meets at the high school later at night. I wonder if he’s in it. We also have a women’s league, but it doesn’t start until October. Guys have Tuesday. Women have Wednesday. Friday night is for high school football.
“I don’t know,” I answer. I’m frustrated by his lack of communication with the school, and I’m curious why I haven’t seen him in the days since discovering we live next door to one another. “But I’m going to find out.” I set down my soda can and head for the door. Like a woman on a mission, I hastily cross the parking lot and walk to the edge of the outdoor courts.
“Hey,” I snap. He continues his drive, leaps for the rim, and drops the ball through the net. He’s a natural, and he’s beautiful. The concentration on his face when he plays is really striking, but I’m not going to be distracted by his edgy good looks.
“I need to talk to you,” I demand after he drops from his dunk. He picks up the ball and dribbles as he approaches me. His gray eyes gleam in the dimming daylight. He looks like a predator narrowing in on his prey or an athlete with a plan. He’s going to pivot and escape me again.
Today, I wear flats, and I have my own plan of attack. As he draws close, I reach forward and swipe the ball from him. Tapping it left, I follow it and rush around him as I dribble and take the shot. It’s only a layup, but when I turn around, I see I’ve stunned him.
“You play?” he questions, standing with his hands on his hips. His chest rises and falls as he catches his breath. 
“All-conference all-star. State champions my junior year. Played club in college.” 
“Damn, woman.” 
I smile despite my determination to speak with him. The look on his face shows he’s impressed, and it’s nice to remember for a moment what I’d once accomplished. But I’m not that girl anymore. I clear my throat.
“Why haven’t you called me to make an appointment to discuss Amaryllis?”
“She told me she could read and write, so I let it go.”
“Mr. Ramirez, it isn’t that simple.” He cranes his neck, looking over both his shoulders.
“I don’t see my dad, so no need to take that tone with me. It’s Leon, remember?” He steps closer to me.
“Yes, I’m aware of who you are.” My voice drops, and I inhale. He smells a little like gasoline, fresh outdoors, and all male.
“How aware?” He tilts his head like he does, a smirk curling his lips. He’s so good-looking, but I’m not falling for it today.
“I have a proposition.” I tug the ball from my hip and hold it forward. Moving it back and forth between us, I say, “I suggest a little one-on-one.”
“You can’t play in those shoes,” he points out before his eyes appraise my body. I’m wearing a wrap dress with my flats, so while uncomfortable, I won’t break an ankle if we play each other.
“Fine, a game of twenty-one. If I win, you make an appointment with me and the school social worker.”
“Now, you think my sister is fucked in the head?”
“I think your sister is lonely in a new school, in a new town, and misses her parents. I’m not going to pry into where they are, but she needs someone to talk to, and she also needs some academic support.”
“You’re the teacher. You support her,” he snaps. 
“Amaryllis might need more than just me.” I don’t wish to get into the particulars of teaching, co-teaching, and special education on the ball court, but if we have to do this here so he’ll at least hear me out, then this is where we’ll speak.
“Fine,” he grumbles. “And if I win, you owe me dinner.”
“Like a date?” I choke.
“Sure, we can call it that.” One corner of his lips hitches higher than the other side, and his dimple pops. Dang, I like that dimple. “You already owe me for saving your fine ass. Twice.”
What?
“You did not save my ass.” I clear my throat. Did he say my ass is fine? He gives me that crooked smirk, and I glare at him. His gray eyes glow silver. I’d continue to argue, but then I recall both the alley and the kiss at the bar. 
Fine, he saved me. But I don’t need saving.
What if you wanted saving or something similar?
Dinner. It’s just dinner, only I don’t intend to lose. A man like him is way out of my league anyway, not to mention I don’t do dangerous anymore. Then again, Leon Ramirez doesn’t seem as dangerous as he first appeared now that I’ve encountered him a few times.
Now that I’ve kissed him, or brushed lips against his, or whatever you want to call that memorable experience.
My lips tingle like they have been doing for days as if I can recapture the sensation of his mouth on mine. Only it wasn’t his full mouth, and I realize I wish it had been.
The heat of his body radiates toward me. Is he even closer to me? A trickle of sweat rolls down his neck. He licks his lower lip like he did the other night, and I tremble. It’s been a long time since I’ve been close to a man without feeling threatened. I miss the comfort, as sick as that sounds. Trent was both sides of the coin, and I was just stupid.
“Deal,” he says, holding out his hand in the small space between us. He holds it level with my small breasts, and if I were to lean forward, I’d swipe against his fingertips. Don’t be ridiculous. When my hand meets his palm, the tremble turns to a full quake. I’m not nervous. I’m on fire. 
Leon lowers his head, his mouth nearing my ear. “Too bad it isn’t a game of one-on-one, though. We could play shirts and skins, and I’d vote you be skin.” 
A shiver ripples up my spine at the thought, but I shift the basketball from my hip to my palm and shove it into his gut.
“I’ll let you go first since you’re new here,” I tease. 
“I’m still going to request shirts and skins,” he says. And like the sexy beast he is, he tugs off his T-shirt and tosses it to the edge of the court.
Holy . . . wow.
Up close and personal, his muscular definition has definition. Every muscle bulges, from his pecs down his abs to that v-dip just above his waistband. A scripted tattoo covers his left pec, but I can’t make out the words. He also has no hair there and I wonder if he shaves like models do. Personally, I like a little hint of treasure trail, and my eyes drop lower before quickly looking away. Is that…? He can’t be as large down there as he appears to be. He takes the ball and dribbles to the free throw line. With his first shot, he easily scores.
I notice a giant tattoo covering his back, and the raised skin which looks like a nasty scar under the ink. I want to ask about it, but at the same time, I don’t want to be rude. I fight the pull of my eyes to inspect it when he tosses me the ball
I shoot and miss on my first shot. Dammit.
This might be a quick game and a lost cause. He’s going to wipe the floor with me. I’ll owe him dinner, and I still won’t be further ahead with his sister. 
“Tell me something,” he says, stepping up to the line. “How’d you end up with a bastard like that Trent guy?”
I stare after his shot, which he makes, and then take my place. I miss again as my thoughts drift to my future ex-husband.
“College girl comes home for the summer and fools around with someone from her hometown. He’s a few years younger than me. I’d never really noticed him before, but he saw me as a woman. I’d always been a tomboy, and that kind of threatened the guys from my class. They saw me as one of them instead of a female.”
“Fucking idiots,” Leon mutters, taking his turn.
“I wanted to be one of them. I wanted to be both. Seen as tough but also feminine. I thought Trent saw that, but it turns out, he didn’t.”
I don’t wish to go into the details of how feminine I wanted to be.
“A baby? What the fuck do you want a baby for?”
My thoughts flip to Levi. We’d hung out this past weekend, playing basketball just like Leon and I are doing now. He never brought up Trent, and I didn’t want to ask. I was worried about Levi, but he wanted to spend time with me to forget his brother, not discuss him. 
“What happened?” Leon asks, tossing me the ball, and I step to the line.
“He just didn’t see me anymore.” It’s the most I’ll give him, and his eyes bore into me, but the pressure gives me focus, and I score on my next shot. Finally.
“And you’re divorcing him?” It’s strange the way his voice shifts, asking for clarification of my marital status.
“Lawyers have presented him with the papers. I’m just waiting on a signature.”
Leon nods, his lips pursing, and it looks almost like a grin. But why would he smile about my pending divorce?
“Tell me something,” I say, mimicking him as he steps up to take his turn. “How did you end up in Elk Lake City? It’s obvious you aren’t from here.”
“Because I’m Latino?” he snaps with a smirky smile on his lips, accusing me of a prejudice I don’t have.
“Because you just aren’t from here. I’ve lived here my whole life, and no one in my family remembers you.”
“You been inquiring about me?” he teases. That damn dimple peeks out as my supposed inquiry pleases Leon. He shoots and misses.
“Just curious.” I shrug. He hands off the ball by walking up to me instead of bounce-passing it. Once the ball is in my hands, he walks around my back. 
He remains close, whispering in my ear, “I was in prison.” 
The statement sounds sinister, but I don’t believe he is. My mouth falls open slowly as my heart picks up speed. Prison. What did he do? Should I be afraid, after all? Did he kill someone? I spin, needing to see his face.
His eyes lower to the court. “I wanted a place where nobody knew my name, and I could make a fresh start.”
I still don’t respond. Instead, I place the ball on my hip, taking a moment to process my thoughts as my breath draws short. I have so many questions, but he speaks before I can voice any of them.
“Grand theft auto.” His eyes lift to mine. “And it’s not the video game. I stole cars, stripped the parts, and sold them off. I got caught. Served three years.”
I still can’t speak.
“That make you nervous?” he questions. He holds my gaze. The silvery gleam shifts to hardened steel.
“Should it?” I whisper, reminding myself stealing a car is not the same as murder.
“Maybe.” He places his hands on my hips and spins me toward the basket. “But I’ve been out for more than a year.” Whether it’s his admission or his hands on my body, I shake as I shoot. Surprisingly, I make the shot. I can’t believe I even came close to the basket. 
“How do you have a job?” I blurt although it’s intrusive and insensitive. His hands remain on my hips, and I want to lean into him. I want him to tell me again I have nothing to fear from him. He’s not a criminal, even if he’s been convicted of a felony.
“I work at Dixon’s. He was willing to give me a chance. It’s boring, but it pays, and it’s honest.” His hands slip away from me, and I almost kick myself for questioning him because I want to know more about him. He continues to speak as he crosses the court in long strides to retrieve the ball. “But money’s tight with my sisters here.”
“How did they get here?” I figure I’m far enough along in my inquisition that I might as well keep interrogating him until he tells me something is none of my damn business.
“Lena drove them.” He chuckles as he takes a quick shot.
“Hey, that doesn’t count.” He needs to be back at the line, like me. Maybe he could come back here and put his hands on my hips again. Maybe he could face me, and I could place my hands on his bare chest. Maybe I could feel his heart as he confesses everything to me. Instead, I snark, “What I mean, smart-ass, is why are they here?” 
He tosses the ball to me and looks off in the distance. I can tell he’s contemplating whether to tell me the truth, and I realize I’m really pushing. 
“My parents have been detained.” He closes his eyes, resting his hands on his hips.
“What does that mean?” I question, holding off from taking my shot.
“My parents were hauled in for false documentation.”
“Your parents aren’t legal?” Again, I gape and stare and feel all kinds of foolish and naïve about these kinds of things.
Leon shakes his head. “The factory where they worked was raided, and they were sent to a detainment center.”
I stare at his beautiful body until he tips his head for me to shoot. I have a feeling he’s only going to keep talking as long as we keep playing. I take my turn, hardly focusing on the rim.
“Will they be back? Will they be okay?” My voice rises. I’ve seen this kind of thing in the news, but it always seems like it happens in another land. Not this country. Not America. Then again, that’s exactly where it happens. Regardless of whether illegal immigration is right or wrong, I feel for families who only want a better life and think America will provide it.
“Are you here illegally?” I question as he comes to the line, prepping for his shot.
“Natural born citizen, as are my sisters.” He crosses himself, but he mocks the symbol. He bends his knees like he’s going to take his shot but looks over at me before he shoots. “Can we just play?” The irritation in his voice tells me our conversation is getting tedious. He’d like to move on, win the game, and get a dinner out of it. 
It wasn’t specified if I’m supposed to make dinner for him or take him out to dinner. Or did he simply mean have dinner with him, like a date?
Don’t be ridiculous, I remind myself. I’m not date worthy. I’m not even divorced yet. I shouldn’t be thinking about dates.
I’m not.
I didn’t pay attention to his shot, and all too quickly, the ball is coming back to me. I barely catch it, and we continue without speaking for a few minutes. My mind races. Prison. Detainment. His parents. His sisters.
“Why a teacher?” he questions, breaking into my thoughts as he passes the ball to me for another turn.
Setting up my shot, I take it before I answer him. “I’ve always loved kids, ever since I was little. My mother let me have a summer camp in our backyard when I was ten. Most of the kids were four or five. I thought I wanted to work with the younger set, but when I went to college, I settled on the older ones. I thought I’d make more of a difference with them. My certificate is grades six through twelve. I wanted to be down at the middle school, but when the high school position opened up, I took it just to get in the district. I’ve been here ever since.”
He’s watching me again, his head tilting to the side like it does.
“Want kids of your own?” It’s kind of an intrusive question, but one that people ask all the time. When are you and Trent going to have some babies? Trent loved to joke we were working on it, but it was a lie. He didn’t want them, and it wasn’t work. It was torture. I’d begun to hate sex with him after a while.
“Sorry,” Leon mutters, seeing I’d fallen into my thoughts. “That’s none of my business.”
“Yes, I do,” I blurt, ignoring his apology and squinting up at the rim. “I want lots of them, but Trent never promised me we’d have any, and now I’m not certain it will ever happen.” Trent liked to remind me—too late, I might add—that our wedding vows did not include procreation. He promised love, honor, and respect, which he also didn’t uphold. 
“‘He was ever precise in promise-keeping,’” I state, and Leon stares at me. “Shakespeare,” I clarify, thinking he’ll understand as he quoted Shakespeare to me on the night of the stolen notebook. “Never mind. For now, I do have lots of children. They just happen to belong to other people.” It’s my standard, flippant answer.
He watches me a second longer. The silvery gaze digs under my skin. It’s strange that such a cool color lights me on fire. My body heats everywhere. I wonder what a baby with him would be like? It’s such a strange thought that I almost slap my forehead but resist.
“Can we get back to playing?” I stress, taking his words and making them my own.
Leon breaks his assessing glare and turns for his shot. We play on again in rapid succession. I make every basket while he suspiciously misses his. He’s too good to have missed so many in a row.
Eventually, I’m in the lead, and then we go head-to-head again, sharing easier topics like our mutual love of basketball. He thinks by default he’s the greatest fan because, as he puts it, “Hello, Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls.” 
I scoff, reminding him Magic Johnson came from the state of Michigan.
“He’s an old guy,” he teases.
“Well, we all grow up some time,” I mock, although some boys never become men. Leon laughs.
We come down to the end of our game, and I have the final shot.
She shoots. She scores. She wins. 
I’m no fool, though. I know he let me win, and now I just need to make certain he follows through on the challenge.
“You win,” he says, falsely defeated. His head shakes in mockery. “Guess I lose out on dinner.”
“I’ll make it double or nothing. You really follow through on this, and I’ll make you dinner.”
His brows lift as he claps a hand on the basketball balanced by one palm. “You really want to see me again, don’t you?”
I falter for words.
“I’m teasing. Relax, pretty lady. Got your phone?”
I don’t. It’s up in my classroom, and when I tell him as much, he walks over to a motorcycle. After reaching into the satchel, he pulls out a phone and takes my number instead. I don’t like this turn of events, but I nod when we part ways, hoping he keeps his promises, at least with regard to his sister. 
Once I return to my room, I find a text from an unknown caller on my phone.
Vows are but breath and breath a vapor is.

Shakespeare? I’ve no doubt it’s Leon, but I don’t have any idea what he means. I find it curious how he seems to have these lines memorized, and I wonder where he read so much Shakespeare.
Prison, I realize and shake the eerie sensation rippling over my skin. While Leon Ramirez might be dangerous to my body, he’s not menacing. Somehow, I think he’s a man of his word. He’d keep a promise, and I can’t help but smile to myself at the thought.
 



Lesson 11
Everybody needs help sometimes.
 
[Leon]
 
Damn that fucker Trent. He hurt her in more ways than one, and I saw it in her expression when I asked her about kids.
He never promised me children. What does that even mean? When a man marries a woman, that’s a vow of family unless you both agree against it, which clearly isn’t what happened between her and her man. Her perseverance with my sister proves her love of kids, and her soon-to-be ex is a fucking douche for not giving them to her.
Before I leave the parking lot, I scan the area. For some reason, I feel like I’m being watched. I spin in a slow circle, assessing my surroundings, and note the minimal number of cars still parked on the asphalt. Teachers and students park in the same location, and I’m thinking I’ll hang here until I see Tricia leave. Something feels off-kilter to me, and I don’t like it.
My thoughts wander to my sister while I wait out Tricia’s return. I don’t break deals—never have, never will—so I’ll be following through with Lys’s teacher and meet with the social worker as well as her team of teachers. Damn. What did I do to earn the label of parent in a parent-teacher conference?
Tell me something. The text lights up my phone, and I chuckle to myself. Before I even respond, the question comes through. Why Shakespeare?
It’s a long explanation to give through a text, but the short answer comes to me. A teacher, I type. In seventh grade, I read my first Shakespeare play, and I loved how dirty the Bard really was. Once interpreted, a horny teenager found some of his puns rather funny. As I grew older, his plays of revenge resonated more strongly with me. I’d even gone so far as to tattoo myself with his words.
Vengeance is in my heart; death is in my hand. Blood and revenge are hammering in my head. These words had been my motto for too long, and as revenge was sought but not obtained, it all felt in vain. The years of wasted energy for nothing.
I shake my head, ridding thoughts of what I hadn’t accomplished, and finally see Tricia exit the building. Her head pops up, and her gaze skims over the parked cars. Does she have that eerie feeling she’s being watched like I do? Quickly, her eyes land on me, and she gives a short wave. I give a single wave in return, waiting on her to enter her car and pull out of this lot. 
She quoted Shakespeare to me. I smile to myself. For some reason, I just loved Shakespeare’s language and the depth of it. I found so many life lessons in his plays, and let me tell you, a kid in a gang who can quote Shakespeare is a fucking freak. But I had this weird ability to memorize his words without thinking about it too much. Maybe it was all the re-reading I eventually did in prison. I earned my GED behind bars.
I’d also sketched things, incorporating the words into the scene to help me understand and express their meaning.
When I see Tricia clear the parking lot, I rev my bike, noticing a truck I hadn’t seen pull up behind Tricia. Where did he come from? Instinctively, I know it’s a man driving that dusty big vehicle, and that unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach tells me to follow him.
The night is cool, a hint of fall definitely in the air, but I ignore the sting of the cold as I focus on the truck behind Tricia’s Honda. I’d know her car anywhere now that we share the driveway. As we near town and she pulls off for our street, the truck tailing her finally turns right, peeling down Main Street. I can’t shake the sense he trailed her on purpose, and when I see her pull past our street and turn down a different one, I decide I’m not overreacting. 
 
+ + + 
 
Tricia doesn’t respond to my text until a few days later when she tells me she passed my phone number on to the school social worker and asked me my availability to meet with her and a special education teacher. I work seven to three and overlap Arnie’s shift from ten to six, so I can meet with her just after the school day ends. I set the appointment for both meetings on the same day.
Two birds, one stone. 
Only I’m not prepared for her to catch me outside the social worker’s office.
“I don’t think orange is your color,” Tricia says, and my eyes drift up.
You have no idea, I want to retort.
“It’s the new black,” I mock and drop the winter jacket inside the coat donation bin. I’m embarrassed she caught me rummaging through the donated things, but the girls didn’t bring all their belongings, and winter coats seem to be one area where they are both lacking. They both want ones with a certain brand name, and it’s triple my budget.
“You should take it,” Tricia pushes, nodding at the box which holds a pile of gently used coats.
“I don’t take handouts,” I snap, narrowing my eyes at her. I’ll figure it out. I’m the man of my family for the time being, and I’ll take care of my own, even if I hardly know my younger sisters. Her head rears back at my sharp tone, but I’m not here to apologize. I’m holding up my end of the bargain. 
The social worker meeting didn’t go so great. After getting caught with my hands in the charity bin, I’m even more worked up, and I’m ready to just walk out of this school. During the meeting, she tried to reassure me that Lys could speak freely with her. Whatever Lys said stayed confidential unless my sister offered information about self-harm or domestic abuse. I’m not concerned about either category, but my eyes narrowed as the witch insinuated I might
be causing domestic distress of some sort. She quickly recovered when my demeanor shifted, claiming she had to make the statement. I still didn’t believe her. Then she babbled on about her concerns with Lys’s adjustment.
We’re all still adjusting, I wanted to snap at her.
Maybe I should just take the girls back to their home, settle into my parents’ apartment, and find a job around there. The thought lasts no more than a second as I know I’ll never go back. Not to the city. Not to that life. I want what I’m trying to build here. Peace. Quiet. No pushy teacher butting into our lives. No hot neighbor who I watch like a creeper through the window. 
My eyes catch on said pesky homeroom teacher. Next up is a meeting between her and another teacher who’s going to tell me my sister is stupid. I sigh and rub a hand over my short hair. 
Just give her this minute, Leon, and then walk away.
“Don’t we have an appointment?” I question, still harsh, still frustrated.
“If you’ll follow me.” She sweeps out a hand and then leads the way to the second floor. I watch her ass in another body-hugging dress and heels. She dresses nicely for a teacher. I don’t remember my teachers looking like her. If they had, I might not have remembered a lesson, but I’d remember them. I also wish I’d had a teacher who cared as much as Tricia seems to care about Lys. I’m old enough now to realize if I’d had one like her, I might have turned out differently.
No, you wouldn’t have, my memory scolds. School had nothing to do with what happened to you.
Tricia points me to a student desk and then takes one as well. The other teacher is already present, and he begins explaining how they’d like to test Lys and wish they had former school records, blah-blah-blah. I’m hardly listening because I’m distracted by Tricia, who isn’t even looking at me. She’s watching the other teacher. He’s a solid guy, put together with a pressed shirt and khaki pants, something I’d never wear. He seems friendly enough, sounds like he knows his stuff, and the way Tricia’s looking at him makes me wonder if he’s her type. It wouldn’t make sense now that I’ve seen her dickwad ex-husband. The two men are night and day. Then I wonder why I’m thinking about this shit. What do I care if she likes backwoods-hunter types or the jock-turned-teacher dude? I’m neither of them.
Maybe that’s your issue?
Wrong. I never want to be anything other than who I am. I can’t change my past. I can’t predict the future. I can only be my best me in the present, and that’s what I’m trying to do. 
“So with your permission, Mr. Ramirez,” the dude-teacher continues. I’ve already forgotten his name. “If you sign here and here, we can begin.”
“Do I need a lawyer?” For some reason, I look at Tricia. Is this a trap? Am I signing my sister away? 
Tricia’s brows furrow, and she softens her voice when she speaks. “Not unless you want one, but this is standard procedure. It’s a contract between us and you, and it’s more about protecting Amaryllis. It binds us to do all we can to provide for her, and if we don’t, this holds up in court for you to use against us. Not that I think you’ll need to take us to court, but if you’re looking for reassurance . . .” 
Those green-brown eyes stare into mine. I am looking for reassurance. I need to know I’m not fucking something up with my sister while my parents are gone, especially since I don’t know how long they’ll be away. 
Without another question, I reach for the paper, scribble my name, and hand it back. I sign by the guardian line, although I’m not technically Lys’s guardian. I’m sure that lie makes none of this binding, but whatever. If it gets Ms. Carter off my back and this dude to help my sister, I guess I can move on. 
“Are we done?” I ask, the tone of my voice making me sound like the punk I once was as I sat in a principal’s office or in an interrogation room, wanting to be finished with the bullshit. 
“We are,” teacher-dude who looks like a former football player says. “Here’s my card if you have any . . .”
But I don’t hear the rest. I take the card and slide out of the desk. I don’t shake their hands or offer my gratitude. I’m not thankful for this. I don’t want to be responsible for the girls because I just know I’m going to screw this up. I just want to be left in peace. And I especially do not want a set of forest-y eyes watching me as I walk out of the room without so much as a goodbye.
 
+ + + 
 
Two nights later, a knock lands on the front door. I’d just yelled at Lys for coughing, though she can’t seem to help it, and I’m pissed that Lena’s not home yet when she’s not involved in any extracurricular activity linked to the school. 
“Yeah,” I say, whipping open the door, angry with the world. I freeze when I see Tricia Carter with a tinfoil-covered pan in her hand and a duffel bag looped over her arm.
“I promised you double or nothing if you showed up, so I brought you dinner.” I stare at her a long minute as she stands on the front stoop, offering me a casserole of some type and a weak smile. Her expression remains cautious.
“What’s this?” Lena says, surprising me, and I turn to face my absentee sister.
“Where the fuck have you been?” I snarl, catching her off guard when I realize she snuck into the house. I hear Tricia’s breath hitch, and I do not need an audience when I rip into my sister again. I turn on the nosy, pushy neighbor. “We don’t want dinner.”
“What is it?” Lena presses, closing her eyes as she moves forward to inhale over the dish Tricia lifts upward.
“It’s enchiladas. I looked up a recipe.” Her voice falters as I glare at her. She what?

Before I can even question why she looked up my favorite dish, Lena reaches forward to escort Tricia into the house. “Come in and join us for dinner.”
It’s the sweetest Lena has ever sounded, and it makes me suspicious. What the . . .? I’m forced aside as Lena guides Tricia inward, holding her wrists as she brings her into the house. Tricia does a quick sweep of the front room, and I brace for her judgment. The place isn’t exactly a Hilton. It’s not even a Holiday Inn. It’s more highway motel with one-hour room rental. 
Not that I see it that way. This is my home, but I just know Tricia’s assessing it.
“Our homes are twins.” She bursts out laughing. “I have that same couch.” 
She’s shitting me. It’s a velour thing from like the 1970s. 
“Isn’t it ugly?” Lena adds, and Tricia turns to my sister. 
“Very, but it’s also strangely comfortable.” I don’t want to imagine Tricia sitting on a couch like mine. Maybe sitting next to me on one or lying under me on it. My thoughts rush through the possibilities, and then I remind myself it isn’t possible. She needs to get out of our house.
“I don’t think tonight’s a good night for—”
“Ms. Carter?” Lys’s soft voice reaches us, and I close my eyes. My youngest sister thinks this woman is a goddess. She talks about her every damn day. I can’t get away from Ms. Carter.
“Hey, Amaryllis. I have something for you.” Tricia hands the casserole dish over to Lena, who lifts it to her nose again, and I watch as Tricia drops the duffel bag on the living room floor. After she unzips it, she pulls out a winter coat, holding it up to herself.
“I’ve outgrown a few things.” She looks at Lys. “Gained some weight over the years.” She winks at my sister, but there isn’t an ounce of fat on this woman. I’ve seen her body outlined in those tight dresses she wears. I’ve also seen her naked through the window. Nope. No fat. Not anywhere. 
“I thought you might be able to use these. If you don’t like them or don’t want them, you will not hurt my feelings. I can pass them to my nieces who go to the high school, but I thought I’d ask you first.”
I’m so pissed I practically vibrate. We do not want her secondhand handouts or her dinner or her fucking help. I want her out of this house, and I’m ready to make that happen any way I can, including lifting her no-fat-anywhere body over my shoulder and hiking her back to her side of the driveway.
Then Lys speaks. “I love it.” The dreaminess to her voice, and the desire in her eyes for the long wool coat cuts me to the quick. She what?
“Got anything in there for me?” Lena asks like a petulant child who didn’t get a gift. To my surprise—although I shouldn’t be surprised by this woman who I knew was trouble the moment she ran into me in the alley—Tricia bends to reach into the bag and pulls out two more jackets. One has an embroidered emblem with the brand Lena has wanted. The other is a puffy ski jacket with the same logo. Lena fights a smile. She wants them both but plays it up like she can’t decide.
“I’ll leave them here and you can decide which one you’d like best, or you can take them both. I only ask if you don’t like them you give them back so I can pass them to my niece.”
“Madison Carter. She’s your niece, right?” Lena asks with a little sass, like she doesn’t like Tricia’s niece, but Tricia doesn’t notice.
“Yes, she is.” Pride fills her aunt’s voice, and I notice Lena’s face pinch. She really doesn’t like the girl. 
“She know these are yours?” Lena questions, going into her default mode of standoffish and mouthy.
Tricia shrugs. “I don’t know. My niece loves to raid my closet for some reason.” My guess is because Tricia has nice clothes, and a few expensive things maybe her parents don’t allow her to have otherwise. 
“I’ll take them both,” Lena demands, and I hiss her name. She amends with, “Please. And thank you.”
“Did you bring us dinner?” Lys interjects, and Lena moves to show our sister the pan. 
“Enchiladas, hermanita,” Lena purrs, and Lys inhales next. 
“They smell like Mami’s.” 
Fuck. She isn’t wrong, but I just don’t want to want this dinner.
“Are you gonna eat with us?” Lys asks, too hopeful, and Tricia looks up at me. I close my eyes a second. I cannot look at her. I cannot look at any of them. I’m being overruled by a house full of women, and none of them belong here.
“I think that’s up to your brother, who maybe had other plans this evening,” Tricia cautiously prompts. “Maybe another night.” Her voice drops. I opened my eyes while she spoke and watched Lys’s face fall. Lena glares at me, and Tricia avoids looking at me altogether. Her hands slip into her own lightweight jacket, and she smiles weakly at Lys who breaks into a coughing fit.
“Are you sick?” Tricia questions while Lys shakes her head but continues to cough into her elbow. Tricia steps forward and lays the back of her hand on Lys’s forehead. Lys closes her eyes like it’s bliss to have this woman’s touch on her, and I sigh, jealous of the tenderness she’s displaying toward my baby sister. Lys misses our mother, and I don’t blame her. We don’t even really know one another since I’m twenty-one years older than she is and wasn’t home when she was born. I’m just doing the best I can with strangers living in my home.
“She’s always coughing and sniffling. It’s annoying,” Lena groans.
“Do you have allergies?” Tricia asks, assessing my sister because now, apparently, she’s a freaking doctor, and the next thing she’s going to do is report me to some medical board for not looking after my sister’s health. I don’t have insurance for whatever Tricia has diagnosed Lys with, and I’m back to wanting her out of our house. 
Lys shakes her head at Tricia’s question, but Tricia continues. “Would you know if you had allergies? Have you ever been tested for them?”
Nice dig, teacher. Gonna be an investigative reporter in your next life, maybe?
“I just cough like this whenever I start school,” Lys finally explains.
Tricia tenderly smiles. “Unfortunately, schools are commonly cesspools for mold, and with so many kids, it’s a Petri dish of germs. Maybe you just need a little allergy medicine.” Her voice suggests there’s no maybe about it, and she’s adding it to the list of things she’s going to do next for us.
“Don’t,” I snap, causing both my sisters to flinch, and Tricia turns on me. “Don’t act like you’re a doctor too and diagnose my sister.”
“I’m not a doctor.” She laughs like I’m joking. “I’m just trying to hel—”
“We don’t want your help. We don’t need your jackets, and we don’t want your dinner.” My fists clench at my sides. Then I’m reaching for the door, ready to suggest she leave, when Lys interjects.
“I want the jacket,” she says softly.
“And I want dinner. Your cooking sucks,” Lena adds.
“Well, you could help out and make it yourself once in a while,” I bark back. Then I meet Tricia’s eyes, reminded we have an audience. The brown-green turns to murky water, and I don’t like it. I don’t like how she’s looking at me with a mixture of compassion and censure, as if she understands my struggle but doesn’t sympathize with how I’m handling things. 
I’m a fucking failure in her eyes. Great. Just fucking great.
Tricia stares at me another second and then slowly unzips her jacket. “I’d love to stay for dinner,” she says, inserting herself into the evening. I now have two choices: either join them or go out myself.
Too bad those enchiladas smell so good because I’m fucking outta here.
 
 
 



Lesson 12
Honesty is the best policy.
 
[Tricia]
 
The slam of the door startles us all, but I offer a weak smile of reassurance to his sisters.
“Let’s heat this up,” I suggest, tossing my coat to the couch that matches mine. I can’t wait to replace the one in my house, but again, I’m still waiting until my divorce is final. I’ve been told it could take anywhere from sixty days to nine months at the max. I’m hoping for sixty days, provided Trent doesn’t cause me any issues. He’s been surprisingly quiet since he was served the papers. On the other hand, there hasn’t been any contact with my attorney from a lawyer for Trent, and this concerns me. Trent can be ignorant when he doesn’t want to face the facts. 
I ignore the memory and help myself to the Ramirez kitchen, which is also a carbon copy of mine. I start the oven and turn back to both girls. 
“Let’s start over,” I suggest, taking a deep breath to compose myself after witnessing Leon have a tantrum and leave out the front door. I don’t want to compare his behavior toward his sisters to how Trent treats Levi. I’m not excusing inexcusable conduct, but Leon isn’t the same man as Trent. Their circumstances are entirely different. I relax, not realizing how tense I grew at his fierce tone and gruff voice. “I’m Tricia Carter.” 
I hold out a hand to Lena as we haven’t officially met even though I’ve seen her in the high school hallways. She’s new to the school, of course, and she’s garnered a bit of attention from the teachers and the boys alike. My niece Madison is also a senior, and she’s mentioned Lena.
“She’s so tough, like she just wants to kick your ass,” Madison had explained. 
Lena does have a protective outer shell, and I don’t blame her. I’d like to give Lena the benefit of doubt and surmise she’s struggling as a senior being uprooted from her home in her final year of high school. I can’t help but wonder what else she grapples with under her tough exterior. I don’t like how Leon spoke to her. I can’t assume his tone comes from fear, but he does have two young girls in his care. I have no idea if he’s close to his sisters or not, but from what Lys’s journals have stated, she hardly knows her older brother. Lys is so opposite her older sister, and I can only imagine she has her own set of struggles. I shouldn’t speculate on any of them without knowing more about them, so I stop my internal postulation.
Instead, I spend the next hour learning what I can.
Both girls miss their parents for different reasons. Amaryllis is young enough to miss them just because, and Lena wants to go home because she had plans. I hear about Lena’s desire for college and Amaryllis’s love of drawing. They both tell me Leon loves to draw too, but they haven’t seen any of his sketches.
“He’s always scribbling,” Lena snorted, waving a dismissive hand. 
When we’ve talked around the casual things, I suggest I do the dishes and recommend they work on homework. I’ve spent hours over the years in this same position of doing dinner dishes and helping Levi with his homework while he sits at the table.
“I’m going out,” Lena announces, and Lys looks up at her sister.
“Oh, where are you going?” It’s the wrong thing to ask as Lena narrows her eyes on me. 
“Just out.”
“Do you tell Leon where you go?” Lys gazes at me with a doe-in-the-headlights look that pleads with me not to push her sister. 
“He doesn’t care,” Lena states with sass in her tone. 
With my hands holding plates, I stop and look at Lena—really look at her. Tight shirt exposing her middle. Hip-hugging jeans. Long midnight hair. Thick eye makeup. It’s a dangerous look for a girl her age because she’s seventeen going on twenty-five. I remember being her age, though I never had a body like hers, and I’m worried about her.
“Oh, so you aren’t close to your brother?” I question, putting the plates on the counter and stoppering the sink to fill it.
“We hardly know him. He was eighteen when I was born and already in trouble. By the time Lys was born, Leon was gone,” Lena explains while Lys lowers her head like she’s ashamed of something.
“He moved out?” I question.
“He left home. Dropped out of high school after Israel died.”
“Who’s Israel?” I ask, and Lys’s head pops up. Another innocent look pleads with her sister to be quiet. Lena can’t see her sister with the back of her head, so she continues. 
“He was our brother, but we never knew him. He was killed when he was sixteen.”
“Killed?” I fail at swallowing back the surprise, and Lena confirms his fate.
“Shot dead right in front of the apartment where my parents lived at the time.” 
Oh, my God. It doesn’t sound real. This doesn’t happen to kids, but that’s the wishful side of me wanting every child safe. This type of violence has never happened to anyone in my circle, yet my heart aches for these girls I
hardly know. 
“Did Leon . . .?” Did he witness it?

“Mami says Israel and Leon were close. Best of friends. He didn’t handle Israel’s death very well,” Lys joins in, almost as if defending her older brother.
“That’s an understatement,” Lena mocks, and I realize how adult they both sound about this experience. I’ve known nothing like their situation.
“Like I said, we don’t know him. He didn’t come around much,” Lena explains, and it reminds me of our initial shift to this subject.
“Leon does care,” I say, holding Lena’s dark eyes. “I bet he cares very much. If he lived through losing one sibling who was his best friend, maybe he’s just frightened he’ll mess up with both of you.” I don’t know if I’m making any sense to them. “You say you don’t know each other. Maybe he just can’t express himself very well. But he cares.” I’m not sure if I’m trying to assure her or defend him when the reality is, I know nothing of Leon’s emotional state. He must care, or he wouldn’t let both girls stay here, but I shouldn’t be speaking on his behalf. 
“He doesn’t act like it,” Lena says, crossing her arms. The move is a defensive stance I see often in my students. 
“He doesn’t. You’re right.” My response surprises her, and she turns her head to her sister and then back to me like, did you hear this?

“He didn’t talk to you very nicely, but under that rough voice is a man who is scared for his sister. He’s in a new place too, and he doesn’t know everybody, so he wants to know where you go and who you are with to keep you safe.” I’m making this up. I have no idea. My brothers have never spoken to me like Leon did to Lena even though Jess can be gruff and moody. My eldest brother, Tom, doesn’t even know how to be serious, but I do know they are both worried about me, more so lately for my own safety. “I have two older brothers and an older sister.” 
I glance at Lys, who is watching me. Our birth order is the same, but I don’t know that I ever looked as innocent as her. I wanted to fit in with the big kids, and my gaze shifts to Lena. She wants to fit in by standing out. 
“Do me a favor. Can you tell your brother where you go? I’m asking because I do know this town, and as quiet as it seems, there are still some not-so-nice people here.” Trent comes to mind. He might be thirty, but he isn’t going to look away from a girl who looks twentysomething at the age of seventeen.
“Not so nice . . .?” Lena drawls, rolling her throat. “This town knows nothing about being mean.”
“That’s why I like it,” I say.
“Me too,” Lys quietly agrees. 
“Do you want people to be mean?” I ask Lena curiously.
“People here are just too nice,” she squeaks, shaking her head and exaggerating with flapping arms. 
“Well, I’ve known my share of mean people in this town, and I prefer the nice.”
“Girl, you know nothing of meanness,” Lena huffs, and I want to expound. I’m on the edge of telling this girl who I don’t know about the shadows in the dark and how the reality of bleakness can exist even in a small town, but I clamp my lips. I haven’t told my family, so I’m not about to tell a teenage stranger, even if my goal is to protect her. I will not give up my story simply to prove a point. 
Lena and I lock eyes for a long minute. “I might know more than you think.” We continue to hold each other’s gaze, but I break first. I’m not going to pull the I’m-older-and-wiser card on her. It has no effect on kids her age. I should tell her what happened to me, but somehow, I don’t think my story will be the cautionary tale I want it to be for Lena Ramirez. She’ll think it’s child’s play, and she might be right. It’s one reason I’ve kept it to myself. I don’t want people judging me.
You’re overreacting again, Trent would say. I didn’t want to prove him right.
To my surprise, Lena stays home. Lys finishes her homework. She’s slowly getting the help she needs in school. We still don’t have her former school records and evaluative testing takes time. There’s so much documentation needed in the process to help an academically struggling child, but I’m grateful Leon gave us the consent to move forward. I’ve kept Lys after school or pulled her during study hall so she can get individualized attention from me or the special education teacher. Lys has shown dedication to improving herself, and that’s half the battle with a teen.
She helps me put away the last of their dishes, and I’m just putting on my jacket when Leon walks back in their front door. His head shoots up, and his eyes meet mine, but I quickly look away.
“I cleaned up your kitchen and put the leftovers in your fridge for you. The remainder I put in the freezer for the girls. Lena requested another tray and I promised next week I’d bring one over. They can let you know which night if you don’t want to be present, or I can have them over to my place.”
He’s still watching me as I bend to pick up the empty duffel bag, which held the old coats. Hitching it over my shoulder, I stand at the same time, preparing to walk myself out.
“I’ll walk you home,” he offers, and I snort.
“I think I can handle a few feet on my own.”
Stepping up to me, he blocks my exit. “I said I’d walk you. Just let me give something to Lys.”
“I’m not arguing with you, Mr. Ramirez. It seems like your sisters hear enough arguing already.” I’m passing judgment on his earlier confrontation with Lena. I’m no parent myself, but there’s a way to handle teenagers, and yelling at them like Leon did isn’t helping their fragile relationship.
“Now you’re dissecting how I handle my sisters? You’re suddenly best friends with them, are you?” he snaps, and I’m just done with this man. I don’t need this. I lean left, and he follows me. Shot blocked. I jerk right, but he anticipates my move and shifts with my body. However, I’ve learned a thing or two from him, and with a pivot, I curl around his large form, and I’m out the door before he finishes saying my name.
 



Lesson 13
A little tenderness goes a long way.
 
[Leon]
 
Fuck. She beat me at my own game.
“I’ll be right back,” I holler at a startled Lys, who stands in the living room staring at the space where her teacher just vanished. I follow Tricia, slamming the front door because I’m pissed all over again even though I promised myself I would not react. I took a long ride, made one stop, and then came home when my stomach rumbled.
Por qué eres tan terco, bebé? I hear my mother’s voice in my head. I didn’t know why I was stubborn, but I’d go on a hunger strike after something my father said or when I got grounded and didn’t think I’d done anything wrong.
“Wait,” I call after Tricia, just as her feet hit her front porch. My legs are long, so I quickly cross the drive and take two large steps to clear her stairs. “Wait,” I say, catching her arm before she opens her door. 
She spins on me. “Don’t touch me.”
Whoa. My hands fly up, arms spread in surrender at the glare she’s giving me. She’s still too cute to pull it off as fiercely as she intends, but the fire in her eyes tells me to stand down.
“Settle down, pretty lady,” I tell her, my best flirt falling into my voice, but she wants nothing from me. She points a finger at me, jabbing it into my chest.
“Don’t you pretty lady me. Your attitude sucks, and the way you treat your sisters is worse.”
“What the fuck?” I snap. Who is she to pass judgment?
“Your little sister needs positive attention. She misses her mother and lives with a man who frightens her with his voice.”
I . . . what?
“And Lena’s so desperate for attention she’ll go to any length to piss you off just to get it. Looking for a little trouble seems to run in the family, and she wants to fit in so badly somewhere that she’ll do what she can to find it.”
“What do you mean ‘runs in the family’? You don’t know me. You don’t know us.”
“And whose fault is that? I’ve been trying for a month to have a conference with you about your sister. I’m your neighbor, for God’s sake, and I never see you.”
“What are you saying? You want to hang out and shit? Have a barbecue in the fucking backyard? We’re trouble, as you just pointed out.”
“I didn’t say you were trouble. I’m saying you aren’t paying attention,” she emphasizes as if proving her point. “I get it that it’s a guy thing, so I’m trying to help you out.” A guy thing? She raises a hand to stop me from speaking as my mouth falls open. “And before you say you don’t need my help, a word of advice from a younger sister to an older brother, your authority might be better received without the attitude, the yelling, and the rough voice.”
I stare at her. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“You care about your sisters,” she states as if she does know me. “You probably want what’s best for them, even if you don’t know what that means. I realize they were thrust upon you, so you’re a bit out of your element, but you can’t treat your sisters like you might treat some . . . some woman friend.” She tosses her hand out at me, swiping it up and down to emphasize her point, which I still can’t read. “A little tenderness goes a long way with a girl, especially sisters.”
“I’m not a gentle man.”
Her eyes widen, a gleam passing through them, and then she straightens.
“And I don’t have women friends, whatever the fuck that means,” I state, still gazing into those fire-blazing orbs. Her chest heaves as she glares at me, and it takes everything in my power not to close the final inches between us and kiss those cherry-red lips. 
Instead, I pull something from my leather jacket.
“And as long as you’re freely giving your opinion, think this will work for Lys?” Tricia’s porch light is on so she can read the box in my hand. Her eyes drift down to the packaging before popping back up to my face. Surprise is written all over hers. “Yeah, you’re right. I do care.” I wiggle the box of allergy medication at Tricia. “But I’m not their father. I’m not even a parent, so forgive me if I’m fucking this up. I’m out of my element, like you said, and with girls . . . shit. I know even less about what I’m doing with sisters.” 
She’s still staring at me, mouth gaping.
“Before you want to pass judgment as quickly as you pass the salt, maybe you should take a better look at the material. You’re a teacher. Study harder.”
Frustrated once again, I fight the urge to kiss those cherry-red lips just to shut them. Instead, I turn on my heels and hop down the steps in one leap, not touching a single one before my feet thud on the concrete in front of her house. Quickly, I cover the distance between our homes and open the door to my own. Before I slam my own door again, my eyes hit on someone standing in the street. I quickly notice his clothes—camouflage pants and a dark T-shirt—but I don’t recognize the guy.
 “Get out of here,” I holler at the stranger, overreacting a bit, but the last thing I need is an audience to my failure with my neighbor.
 
+ + + 
 
A few hours later, things really fall apart. In the middle of the night, the heat should have kicked on. The temperature has dropped, and it’s freezing in the house. I need to keep the temp low to save money, but Lys needs the temperature higher to combat the cold mixing with her allergies. Either way, the heat does not kick on. The carbon monoxide detector goes off, and before I can get it to quiet, the fire department shows up.
I’ve only pulled on my jeans, and I shout for Lena and Lys to cover up and get out of the house. It’s freaking freezing inside but even colder out. The three of us stand in the driveway as two men enter the front door, and the fire chief comes up to me.
“You live here?”
“Leon Ramirez,” I offer, holding out my hand, feeling that old familiar tremble of anxiety in the presence of a person in authority. It’s not that I’m afraid of him. It’s just a natural reaction to hold my ground.
“Joe Carpenter, fire chief.” He shakes my hand and stares up at the house. “This one of Stella Drummond’s houses?”
“Yes, sir,” I answer. He shakes his head again.
“She failed a city inspection last summer with this place. She renting it to you?” 
I don’t want the old woman to get in trouble, but I am renting it, and it seems like it has been under false pretenses. “Yes, sir. We have a contract for a year.”
The fire chief snorts. “Well, you aren’t returning tonight. That furnace is a breath away from exploding. It’s leaking carbon monoxide like a balloon let loose. It’s a good thing your detectors were in order.”
“Replaced the batteries myself.”
“She should have it hardwired.”
He’s the fire chief, so I’ll take his word for it since he knows the city codes. If this house isn’t meeting code, how could Mrs. Drummond rent it to me? 
“She needs to replace that furnace before you can use it again. As for tonight, I wouldn’t trust sleeping in there, and it’s too cold to keep the windows open and air the place out.” The chief looks at Lys, coughing in her elbow. “Got another place to stay?”
“Guess we can go to a hotel.” There’s a hotel on the other side of the harbor. I stayed at a motel for a week before I found this house, but I can’t take my sisters there. 
“They can stay with me.”
We all spin to see Tricia Carter standing on her bottom step, arms crossed over herself. She’s not wearing a coat but dressed in a long robe and snow boots. Damn, she looks cute, but I can’t think about that. She schooled me earlier tonight, and I’m not staying at her house.
“We’ll figure something out,” I toss out to her.
“It’s the middle of the night. I have the room,” she says, glancing at me before looking over at the fire chief.
“Tricia? I didn’t know you were staying here,” Chief Carpenter calls to her. 
I watch as Tricia licks her lips and tightens her arms around her. 
“Moved in the week before Labor Day,” she announces.
The fire chief’s eyes narrow, taking in a woman he clearly knows, and then he nods. “You let me know if you have any trouble.”
My head shoots from Tricia to the chief and back to her. Does he know about her soon-to-be ex? Rolling her lips inward, she nods at him. “Thanks, Joe. It’s gonna be better soon.”
My attention moves back to the chief, who offers her a weak smile before he glances at me. “I’d take her up on the offer. Known her since she was born. She’s got the space and offering. It’s a warm bed without more disruption to your night.” 
I glance at Lys and Lena, who are both looking at me to make a decision. Fuck. 
“Can we enter the house for a few things? We’ll need some necessities, like a change of clothes, and the girls need their school stuff.”
“I’ll give you a mask and have one of my guys escort you in. You should probably all go to the hospital and be checked for carbon monoxide poisoning.”
“The detector went off. Shouldn’t that mean we were safe?” I don’t want to deny medical assistance we might need, but for the second time tonight, I’m reminded I don’t have insurance for my sisters.
“It should, but I’d get checked out to be safe.”
“I’ll call Pam,” Tricia counters behind me, and I close my eyes. 
“Who’s Pam?” I whisper.
“Her older sister. She used to work for me, but now she runs the flower shop up the highway. One of my best EMTs once upon a time.”
More help. More Carter invasion. 
“We don’t need your sister,” I call out, peering over my shoulder to find Tricia is no longer standing on her porch. A fireman approaches me, holding out a protective mask. I take a deep breath before setting it over my face to re-enter my house and gather a few things for our night at Tricia Carter’s.
 
+ + + 
 
A blurry-eyed blonde enters Tricia’s home, which as Tricia mentioned, is the mirror image to my house. Pam Carter examined all three of us for signs of carbon monoxide poisoning and then suggested Lena and Lys go to bed. Tricia has them share a room with two twin beds.
“Reminds me of when we were kids,” Pam huffed as Lena grumbled about sharing with her younger sister.
“You had a better bed,” Tricia teased, and Pam snorted.
“They were both twins. How was one better than another?”
I shake my head, slightly relieved to see sisterly bickering is the norm.
I’m offered a room between my sisters’ and Tricia’s. It’s small with a strange dormer, and I can hardly hold my head up in some spots, but the space offers a double bed, which my larger body needs. One day, I want a king-sized mattress with a solid frame. 
“The sheets are clean,” she tells me, after pulling down the covers like I’m a hotel guest. She stands in front of me, while I block her exit, and our eyes catch. She has the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen. The brown-green mix reminds me of soft moss against the base of a tree. It’s the perfect metaphor for her—gentle and solid. 
“Thanks for this,” I say, my voice too rough for the kindness she’s showing me and my sisters.
“It’s what neighbors do.”
“Not where I’m from,” I say, lowering my voice and my head. 
“Well, you aren’t from there anymore,” she whispers before she touches my forearm and leans up on her toes to brush her lips against mine. It’s soft and sweet, like the tip of a pencil on the surface of fresh paper before my sketching begins. She brushes back and forth rather than applying pressure, and I’m reminded of when my lips touched hers in the bar in a show of defiance to her asshole ex. Suddenly, I’m shaking with restraint. I want to grab her and pull her to me. I want to lose myself in her. The reality of this evening is catching up to me, but too quickly, her mouth retreats.
“I’m glad nothing happened to you or your sisters tonight. It’s frightening to think it could have been . . .” Her voice drifts on the final word—deadly. If I hadn’t replaced the batteries in the detectors. If the gas had leaked for much longer. If the furnace had actually blown. 
Tricia’s hand slowly slides from my forearm. Her gaze lowers, and she watches her fingertips brush over my skin before releasing me. 
“Good night,” she whispers before slipping past me into the hall. I look up to see her retreating, pulling the door closed behind her. The soft click causes me to snap out of my stupor. My heart races. I realize too late I haven’t said a thing in response to her kiss, her touch, or her words. Frozen in place, I stare at the door that separates us and wonder what on earth I’d done right to get her as my decent neighbor.
 
+ + + 
 
After a restless night, I’m feeling grumpier than usual, and Tricia is just too chipper in the morning for my taste. However, she knows just how far to push groggy teens, and my sisters easily respond to her attention. What do they want for breakfast? What would they like in their lunch? She’s too good to girls she hardly knows, but the effort to make the morning smooth doesn’t go unnoticed by me. The most surprising part is when she asks me if I’d like her to make me a lunch. Who does that?

“I’ll just get something in town,” I say although I have no idea what or where. I just can’t accept any more kindness from this woman. And as for her sweet kiss last night, I try to ignore it ever happened even though the touch of her lips on mine lingered well into the night.
After a long day at work, Jess Carter meets me at the house. His news could have a major impact on our future. While the morning was smooth, I’m reluctant to return to Tricia’s for another night.
“Mrs. Drummond sent me,” he begins, “even though I told her I’m not a HVAC man and neither is my brother, Tom. If the fire chief shut this place down, there’s nothing to fix. The furnace needs to be replaced.” 
We stare at one another. “She’s not going to believe me if I tell her.”
“She doesn’t have a choice. Joe doesn’t want to serve her with an infraction, but he will if she doesn’t get this place up to code.”
“What do I do in the meantime?”
“Find another place.”
Shit. It’s just after October first. I already had a hard time finding somewhere that would rent for a full year since most places are tourist rentals and have weeks here and there marked off on their calendars. 
“Know anywhere?” I ask hesitantly. If it were only me, I’d head back to the shit motel down the highway and just figure it out, but now I have my sisters, and we need more space than one room. Not to mention, they can’t live in a motel. 
“My sister’s been wanting a roommate to share the cost of renting that house until her divorce. Why don’t you ask her?”
“I can’t move my sisters in with her,” I huff, a bitter laugh mixing with the sound, but my heart races like it did last night. Like when her lips brushed over mine.
“Why not? You need a place. She wants renters. You were each paying full price on these houses. Now you’d each be in for half.”
I can’t ask Tricia to allow me only half the rent with three extra people in the place, not to mention utilities. Lena takes a long freaking shower, and Lys’s computer sucks up the internet.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” My heart continues to hammer. My brain is questioning why I’m putting the brakes on this suggestion.
Jess looks over at his sister’s house. “I don’t mean to be vague, but I’d feel better if someone were in that house with her.” He glances back at me, his gaze scanning my body and noting my physique.
“What’s the story with her ex? I don’t need any trouble if he wants his wife back.” In referencing Trent, it clicks that he was the one I saw standing in the road last night, watching her place. Something prickles over my skin. I recall the truck following her home from the high school the night we shot hoops. It had to be him. “She safe from him?”
“I don’t know,” Jess says, glancing back at his sister’s place. “I just don’t, but there’s no chance she’s going back to him.” He shakes his head like he’s ashamed he doesn’t know the situation, and it reminds me of what Tricia said to me. Tenderness and girls and siblings. I also remind myself she told me the divorce proceedings had begun.
“I don’t think your sister is a fan of mine,” I offer, lowering my voice and giving him fair warning. Despite her kindness, I don’t think she’ll agree to roommate arrangements. “We haven’t exactly seen eye to eye lately. She’s kind of pushy.”
Jess laughs, a good-natured bark. “I know someone just like that.”
His laughter makes my lips twist into a half smile, and I recognize the look of a guy happy with a pushy woman.
“Let’s look at that furnace. I’ll call Mrs. Drummond and give her the bad news, then I’ll remind her your lease is now void as she isn’t providing the house she promised.”
Shit. My head lowers, and I shake it slowly side to side. I cannot get a break. Not one fucking break.
Within minutes, Jess and I stare at the old metal beast. “It looks original,” he marvels, “but dangerous. You’re lucky this didn’t explode.”
“That’s what Joe said last night.”
“Well, Joe’s often right in his assessment. He’s going to shut this house down.”
“I’d love to buy it and fix it all myself, but I just don’t have that kind of cash,” I admit, hating how I’m thirty-five and still at zero. 
“My sister’s doing the same. She struck a deal to rent until the divorce is over. Then it’s a rent-to-buy situation. She’ll cover all repairs and updates as she goes.”
Nice deal, I consider and realize Tricia has that kind of pull. She knows Mrs. Drummond. I do not. I’m a guy with a ton of tattoos, a dark look, and a name Mrs. Drummond can’t pronounce correctly. 
“We’ll take care of this,” Jess assures me, nodding at the furnace.
“I’m thirty-five and failing at everything,” I say for no reason. I don’t know this man, and I sound like a fucking sap. 
“I’ve been there, man,” he admits, and my head shoots up. Minus the 1970s ponytail, he looks like he has it all together. He told me he had a little girl, and he lives in a house a few blocks over. He seems happier than the last time I saw him, and I wonder if the pushy woman he referenced has anything to do with the expression on his face. “It gets better.”
His assurance doesn’t give me much hope. 
“Talk to my sister. This could be a win-win for both of you.”
“Yeah,” I mutter because I sure could use a win somewhere.
 



Lesson 14
Lots can happen before midnight.
 
[Tricia]
 
Suddenly, I have three renters instead of one. I couldn’t argue with the deal, as Leon was adamant he would pay more than half because he was moving in three people. He argued he was paying full price next door but staying with me was a cut in his expenses, which he could use because of the addition of his sisters. He didn’t need his name on the lease. Given that Jess stands beside Leon while he presents his proposal, I don’t say no, even if I’m hesitant about this arrangement.
My main concern is I shouldn’t draw Leon into my drama, but Trent was here the other night. I saw him outside lurking in the street, and I didn’t like it. I also noticed him following me home from the high school a few nights back, so I drove to my mother’s instead of my place. I can hardly sleep some nights knowing I might never be truly safe unless I leave my hometown, which I don’t want to do. 
My second issue with our arrangement—I’m highly attracted to my neighbor turned roommate.
The first week has awkward moments, like dinnertime. I suggest we eat together. I sense the Ramirez siblings already uphold this as a family practice, or at least try to, but Lys has hinted it’s often disrupted by a fight between Lena and Leon. Dinnertime can be chaos, I recall from my own upbringing, but it’s also an important time to reconnect and check in with one another.
“So,” I begin after three nights of quiet meals. “Tell me one sweet and one sour from your day.” I make this suggestion as a way to start conversation during dinner because I can’t stand the silent tension. My current kitchen table is too large for the room, and I shoved it up against the wall, removing two of the chairs for more floor space. The arrangement was fine for just me, but with four of us in the house, I set the dining room table each night and purposely place Leon and Lys facing Lena and me.
“Don’t you mean sweet and suck?” Lena murmurs. That is the name of the game in some places, but suck has a sexual connotation, and it’s not a good word to use with high schoolers. I’ve learned these things the hard way—hard being another troublesome word, along with balls and shaft, just to name a few.
“I prefer sweet and sour,” I say.
“We do this in one of my classes,” Lys informs the table, and I smile as I actually took the idea from a special education teacher who told me about it.
“Leon, why don’t you begin?” Two silver eyes pierce me like sterling silver knives at the suggestion.
“I don’t know what to say,” he grumbles. I can think of something. He could say the sweet was that I kissed him earlier this week; the sour is that we haven’t kissed again, but that’s not really dinner conversation.
“Fine, I’ll start,” I decide, knowing a teacher should always give an example first. “Sweet. I’m happy to have you all living here with me.” Lys’s head pops up while Leon continues to watch me, fork frozen mid-lift to his mouth. “Sour. I think Leon snores.” 
He continues to stare at me, and Lys giggles. Our rooms butt up to one another, so I can hear Leon making noises in the night. The bed jostling. The rustle of his sheets. Sharp, breathy noises. I’m reminded of watching him touch himself through the window, and I wonder if he’s doing it nightly in the bed on the other side of the wall. Then again, he could be having bad dreams, which has crossed my mind a time or two, and I’ve wondered if I should wander into his room to check on him.
“I do not snore,” he mutters, his eyes still looking into mine.
“You do too,” Lena refutes. She imitates him with the most exaggerated noise she can make. I slowly smile, and Lys giggles.
“Fine,” Leon hisses, turning to Lena. “Sweet. We lived through Mrs. Drummond’s. Sour. My sister is a pain in the ass.”
Lys’s giggles immediately subside, and I softly gasp. The sweet was a little abrupt, and the sour was kind of mean.
“Sweet. I got an A on my math quiz. Sour. Leon,” Lena quickly adds.
“I don’t think—” I begin.
“Sweet,” Lys interrupts. “Ms. Carter made a nice dinner. I like chicken and rice.” She kindly smiles at me before her expression falls a little. “Sour. I miss Mami and Papi.” 
Crap. The table settles into a stilted silence like it was prior to this game. Leon glances at Lys, and I want him to touch her. I want him to comfort his sister by reaching out a hand to her. His eyes leap back to me, and I’m expecting blame. However, as I’m staring at his sister with heartache in my expression, Leon sits taller in his seat.
“I’m amending my sweet and sour. Sweet is that Tricia’s letting us live with her and you two are with me.” I sense the hesitation in Leon as his eyes shift to his younger sister. I hold my breath for some reason, and then he does what I’d hoped. He cups her cheek. Tenderness.
“Sour.” His hand drops from Lys and lowers to the table. He takes a deep breath, contemplating. “I don’t have one.” His head pops up, and he glances across the table at me. “Today was a good day, and I’ve learned to appreciate them more.” It’s so not what I expected, and my shoulders fall in relief but also sorrow. I’m reminded he’s been in prison, and I can only imagine how bleak some days were.
I want to reach for him, to cup his cheek and tell him I’m glad he’s here. It’s been a strange comfort having them in my home even though I’d wanted this time to myself. I feel a tiny bit safer knowing Leon’s on the other side of my bedroom wall, and even if Trent Walker is outside my home, this man is inside it. Despite his tough exterior, Leon’s inside is softer than he’ll admit. He does care about his sisters. 
Eventually, I assign a chore list. Leon really is working hard, and his sisters need to appreciate him a bit more. I make the girls pick something in order to help out around the house. Their brother is covering their rent, and they need to contribute somehow. This was the way things were in my house growing up. We didn’t receive an allowance for chores. You worked because you were a part of the family. Lys is much more accepting of her new responsibilities while Lena grumbles and groans like her brother can, but eventually she does things, albeit begrudgingly. 
“That’s all you want? I take out the trash and shovel if it snows.” Leon stares at my work chart, posted on the refrigerator where he’s been penciled in as well. I have another way he can help me around this house. Jess told me he thought Leon was handy and could use some distraction outside of work. It prompts me to suggest he assist me in renovating the house. 
“Well, I have something else in mind for you.” I don’t mean it to sound breathless or suggestive when I speak, but I haven’t been able to get images of us together out of my mind whenever we are in the same room—or even when we aren’t. My head clouds with visions of his bare chest over me and my hands cupping that firm backside of his.
I can’t believe I kissed him the night he moved in. Obviously, it had no effect on him as he didn’t respond. It was like the night he kissed me—a soft sweep and then nothing. I, on the other hand, could hardly sleep that night. My heart fluttered with disappointment. I wanted him to hold me close, pull me to him, and give me what I can’t ever remember feeling with a man. Having roommates has curtailed any personal pleasuring time, and it would be fine if the man of my fantasies wasn’t suddenly in my space. Too bad I want him closer. The truth is, I shouldn’t want those things from him at all, and perhaps, he acted in my own best interest by not responding to me. If Leon ever touched me, I’d be a lit match bursting into a hot flame.
“I’d like your help assessing what needs to be done with the house. Jess thought you might be able to help with some minor stuff that won’t cost me much to begin renovating.” 
His dark brows furrow, but he nods. 
“I’ve made a list, but maybe you could add to it or cross things off. If they are simple enough, we could get started. And by simple enough, I mean cost-efficient and things I am physically capable of doing.” I don’t want anything that’s an obvious improvement because I don’t want Trent to catch a whiff of my agreement with Mrs. Drummond.
“You know, this house is kind of a dump, just like that one.” Leon nods in the direction of the house the fire chief has condemned until further inspection, which really means until Mrs. Drummond gets it fixed for residential living. It turns out, there is mold in the basement, which might have aggravated Amaryllis’s allergies. Plus, in addition to the furnace issue, the gas line to the stove was found to be corroded, and the dryer vent was not installed correctly.
“It might be, but it’s not going to stay that way,” I reassuringly state of my own place. “It has potential, and soon it will be all mine.” I look around the ugly kitchen and imagine what the future holds.
“Why do you want this place so badly? Aren’t there other homes on the market?” Leon already knows about my rent-to-own process, but he’s been sworn to secrecy on the deal.
“Who’m I going to tell?” he’d teased. 
“There weren’t other places I could make a deal like this on, and I wanted a place in town, close to home.” My mother lives on the next block over, which Leon also knows. “I wanted a place with character. I see it as giving this place a second chance.” Tom told me the house had good bones when he inspected it for me, but he admitted it needs lots of TLC to rejuvenate the place. 
“Like me,” I add.
Leon snorts. “What do you need a second chance at?”
“A safe home of my own.” My eyes drift to his for only a second before I look away. It’s more than I want to admit, but I don’t like his tone. “Here’s the list.” I lay the clipboard with the lined notepad on the kitchen table and walk out of the room. I’m at the end of my threshold with Leon and his snark. Over the past couple of days, he’s been short and sharp with me like he is with his sisters, but I don’t believe it’s because he cares about me.
I’m almost to the staircase when an arm circles my waist. My heart races even though I know it’s Leon. I stiffen in his hold.
“I’m sorry,” he mutters into my hair, his breath brushing near my ear. “I’m a dick.”
My eyes close, and I bite back how I want to agree with him. Instead, I want to melt into him, absorbing the heat radiating off his body.
“I’ve never had a home. I’ve never lived in a house until that shithole next door. It’s a nice dream,” he continues, his mouth still near the shell of my ear.
I nod, keeping my face forward. It’s the only part of me that moves as I’m holding my breath. My heart hammers in my chest, trapped between fear and frustration. Ultimately, I’m not afraid of Leon, not in a physical, stalkerish sense like the way I fear Trent. My roommate just startled me when he grabbed me. I’m not good with people sneaking up behind me and for good reason.
“What’d I do?” he whispers to me, still holding me around my waist. “You’re so stiff.” His arm releases me, and he steps back. I spin to face him, finding his hands in the air in surrender. “I get it, pretty lady. Took my kiss a few weeks back but don’t want my touch. No harm, no foul. That’s not what I’m here for anyway.”
“No harm, no foul?” I repeat, the words thick against my tongue as I speak. “Not what you’re here for.” I stumble over the comment. I took his kiss? What about the one I gave him? Neither should matter, but they do. Deep, deep down, I want his kisses because it would be the first act of tenderness I’ve received in years. More than a dozen years, to be exact. Of course, his lip brush was all for show because of Trent. Mine . . . mine was a genuine act of attraction.
“Yeah. I’m not here to get in your pants. I just need the room upstairs for a bit until I can figure out what to do next.” 
I stare at him, eyes prickling for some reason, crushing the allure I shouldn’t feel for him. I don’t know whether to slap him or scream in frustration. 
“Tricia.” His voice softens as my lids rapidly blink. “I’m not your type anyway.” 
I stare at him, startled by his directness.
“Right. Of course not. Roommates.” I ramble, dismissing the fact he’s tall, dark, and handsome, and the opposite of Trent. When Leon smiles, my heart bursts into flames, and that dimple ignites a spark in a part of me long ignored by another human’s touch. He quotes Shakespeare when he’s frustrated, and it’s kind of sweet and totally sexy. The truth is, I’m not his type. I’m tomboyish with an athletic physique, plus a teacher with motherly tendencies, and none of that seems like it would attract a man like him. I’m comfy cardigans while he’s black leather jackets.
I turn toward the staircase and race to my room like a heartbroken teen. He’s absolutely correct. He’s not my type. He has dangerous written all over him, and I don’t want dangerous. I don’t even want a man. I just want to get my divorce and earn my house.
A home of my own where I’m safe from harm and heartbreak.
 
+ + + 
 
The worst thing about roommates—especially the hot, handsome, devilish looking type of roommate—is showering. Not that I’m showering with him or even sharing the bathroom with him while he’s showering. It’s simply the concept of knowing he’s naked in my shower, just feet away from my bedroom. My imagination runs wild with images of him under the hot spray, rivers of water rippling down that firm chest which I’ve seen on display a few times. Because the thing about Leon showering is he always walks out of the bathroom with only a towel slung low around his waist, hinting at deep hip Vs. Suggesting something lower is thick and lengthy. And I conveniently find myself in the hallway when he exits the bathroom post shower. 
On one occasion, Leon and I collide as I’m scurrying to my bedroom. 
“Umph,” I stammer. The wind catches in my throat as Leon bumps into me, forcing me to the wall across from the bathroom door. The upstairs hall is such a small space.
“Sorry,” he mutters with sarcastic apology. His eyes dip to my lips while the wall of his body keeps me pinned against the plaster at my back. His arms instantly raise in surrender, but he doesn’t step back. Mine lift defensively though I’m not afraid of him. I’m protecting myself because my body hums and my fingers twitch. My eyes drop to his tattoo, but I’m too wound up to try to read it. My fingertips want to coast over the firm plains of his pecs instead and lower to the deep ridges of his belly. Then I want to travel the peak of his—
“Tricia.” His deep timbre slowly draws my eyes upward. I should have taught geography. I’d use his body as a topography map.
“Yes,” I choke out, my tongue thick as those silver eyes lighten to polished metal, gleaming at me. His eyes stay on mine as he casually and cautiously leans forward. He presses his forearm to the wall near my head, and I’m trapped within the confines of his body. 
“I’m not him.”
The statement startles me. My heart hammers in my chest as I stare up at him.
“Do you understand me? I’m not like him.”
I nod. I know what he’s trying to say without saying it.
“Put your hands on my chest,” he quietly commands. 
I swallow. My heart thumps in my throat. “What?”
“Just do it.”
I note my defensive stance again. Arms raised. Fists formed. I unfurl my fingers and flatten my palms against his warm skin. I fight the desire to close my eyes and absorb his heat. His heart races under one palm.
“I’d never hurt you like he did.” 
My fingers instantly curl into fists and withdraw from his chest as my eyes leap up to his. Those polished silver orbs dance in the dull light of the hallway, asking me to follow his lead. 
“Place your hands back on me.” His voice deepens. 
I uncurl my fingers once again and lower my shaky hands to his warm skin. 
“You can trust me.” His gaze drifts around my face from my forehead to my ears, over my eyes and down to my lips. He does that slow lick of his lower lip, and I swallow back my thirst for him. I want to kiss him. I want him to kiss me. 
“I’ll never touch you like he did. I’ll never touch you unless you want me to, but I think you want me…” He pauses for effect. “To touch you.”
His eyes focus on mine. I can’t find the words to tell him what I want. I want it all. Touch. Tenderness. Passion. He must read something in my expression because his fingers touch my hair at the top of my head. His other hand lifts to my cheek. His mouth lowers, and my eyes remain wide open, not wanting to miss a thing. 
Then a door slams downstairs, and Leon’s head snaps upward. His eyes widen almost as if he hadn’t realized what he was doing. He was going to kiss me. I’m certain of it. Everything in my expression, in my stance, told him to do it.
Only he steps back. His eyes are focused on my face for only a heartbeat before he slowly turns to the staircase, puzzled for another second. I can’t move. I’m pinned to the wall as if his body is still in front of me. My arms remain raised but tucked to my chest, protecting me once again. Leon glances back at me, and without a word, he clears the distance to his room. I expect the door to slam. The Ramirez siblings love to slam doors, but the soft click of his is almost worse. 
My palms flatten to my chest, feeling the hammering just under my skin. 
I’m not frightened. I’m scared out of my ever-loving mind because I wanted that kiss. I want him.
 
+ + + 
 
When the weekend rolls around, Leon takes an extra shift on Saturday, and the girls and I plan a trip to the mall in Traverse City. Levi calls me just before we’re ready to leave and wants to come to my place again.
“I’m heading to the mall. Want to come with us?”
“Who’s us?” he questions through the phone.
“Lys and Lena Ramirez.”
“How do you know them?” He’s teasing me as though he’s forgotten I teach at the high school and know most of the students. I toy with telling him the truth, but I don’t want any information getting back to Trent, even if I trust Levi. He’s like the son-brother-good buddy I’d always wished I had. The boy who tells me I’m beautiful when my own husband didn’t. The kid who loved to play basketball with me when my man refused. 
“They’re living with me right now.” Silence follows this information. “But Levi, I need this to remain a secret.”
“Because of Trent?” His voice turns a little colder, and I wonder if there’s been trouble between him and his brother over me. Trent must know Levi came to visit me, and this might have prompted him to question his younger brother for information. I can only hope it didn’t result in physical aggression. 
“Because I don’t think the school would understand students living in my home.” It’s a silly excuse, as several teachers have their own children, but the point is, Lys and Lena are not my kids. I don’t want any trouble with the school questioning why students are living with a teacher. 
“Why are they there?”
“Their home wasn’t safe,” I say too quickly, and Levi’s breath hitches. “I mean, the house itself wasn’t fit for living in. The furnace almost exploded one night. They are my neighbors, and I’ve offered them a place to stay for a while.” It’s mostly true. I have no idea how long Lys and Lena will be staying with Leon and how long the three of them will remain with me. I’m not eager to lose them, even if I’d still like my private space to be for me.
“That why he’s always at your home?” The fine hairs on the back of my neck rise. I don’t need to play these games with Levi, but I also don’t need to justify myself.
“They have an older brother whom they live with, and yes, he’s staying in my house as well.”
“He your boyfriend?” Typically, there might be a tease in his tone. He’s used that mockery on me when I see Ryan Reynolds on the screen, but this isn’t good-natured teasing. 
“Levi, are you okay?” I question, avoiding an answer. The niggling under my skin cannot be ignored. Either Trent’s put Levi up to questioning me, or Levi is upset about something.
“I’m fine, Tricia. I’m always fine.” He’s lying, and the squeaky tone mixed with his changing vocal cords tell me the truth.
“Come with us today.” I’m no longer asking. 
“Nah, you have fun with your new family,” he mocks, then to my surprise, he hangs up on me.
I make several attempts to call him back and even send a few text messages, but eventually, I need to leave with the girls and decide to give Levi some space.
The mall is a forty-minute trek from Elk Lake City. Once there, the girls each pick out something new for their fall wardrobe, and we have a late lunch. They dress differently than me, but I chalk it up to being teens. I’m well past the midriff tees and multi-sliced jeans. A few students see us together, but I simply wave and continue our day.
That night, we decide to watch a movie. It’s a chick flick, and Leon excuses himself when we invite him to watch.
“Not my thing,” he mutters, stating he’s going to Town Tavern for a beer. He sounds like Trent, but I quickly dismiss the thought. Leon and I aren’t anything other than roommates. Even though I’m convinced he was going to kiss me the other night in the hallway, he doesn’t owe me movies or dinner or anything. However, I find Lena watching me when her brother leaves. 
As the movie plays, we sit around, interjecting throughout the production. Lena’s anti-romantic spirit crushes a lot of the sweet parts while Lys and I sigh dreamily at them. Still, I don’t think Lena is one hundred percent coldhearted.
“Do you like my brother?” she questions, and I almost spit out my diet soda. Instead, I choke. “I see you watching him.”
“What? I do not.” I sound like a teenager with a crush, denying the fact. Sitting up straighter on the couch, I clear my throat. “It wouldn’t be appropriate to have an interest in your brother. One, he’s my roommate, and two, I’m still married.”
“You’re married!” Lena shrieks, and Lys twists from her position lying on the floor. I should really pull up this shag carpeting because it is kind of gross. 
“Yes. Hopefully, my divorce will be finalized soon.” Trent has been dragging his feet. My lawyer still has not heard from his, and I don’t know what the next move is. I’m afraid Trent’s denial or refusal to sign or whatever game he’s playing means he’s contesting the divorce, which could result in all kinds of headaches when I want this to be easy and over. He knows why I left. He knows what he did.
“What happened?” Lena asks, but Lys immediately interjects, “That’s none of your business.”
“He wasn’t nice to me.” 
Lena rolls her eyes. “Here we go again with the nice versus mean people. What’d he do, say no when you wanted a new house?”
“We already had a house.”
“Was it better than this one?” Lena snarks with a chuckle.
“No, it was deep in the woods. A cabin, actually. He inherited it from his father, so to speak, which means we just moved into it on his dad’s property.”
Lena’s eyes narrow, and I feel Lys watching me. My voice trembles as I speak, but I haven’t said anything that isn’t common knowledge. “I wanted a home, and it’s why I live here instead.”
“Why didn’t he come with you?” Lys asks.
“Because I didn’t want him to,” I state.
“He’s mean, remember hermanita?” Lena mockingly snaps at her sister. While I don’t like her tone or her sarcasm toward my history, she doesn’t know what I’ve been through, and I’m not about to tell her the truth. She’s seventeen. 
“How about another movie?” I suggest. Lena rolls her eyes and pushes herself up off the couch. “I’m going out.” Surprisingly, she hasn’t gone out much since moving in with me. She’s claimed she’s tired, and I’ve been concerned she’s depressed. 
“Where?” I ask.
“None of your business,” Lena states, tipping her head side to side, and Lys hisses her sister’s name.
“I ask because I care. If I didn’t care, then you could have the attitude.” I glare back at Leon’s sister, knowing her heart hurts, and her mouth is trying to protect her. Lena stares back at me.
“Some kids are having a bonfire.”
“Who?” She rattles off some names I recognize as former students, and I nod. It’s innocent enough. I might be too close to this situation being their former teacher and knowing their behavior in school, but I’m trusting the names on the list and their families. However, it suddenly feels different, like I’m a parent, but I shake the thought.
“Midnight,” I say, and Lena’s mouth falls open.
“You are not seriously giving me a curfew?” 
I glare back at her. “I am. Twelfth grade means midnight. Rules in my house when I was growing up. I’m not lame enough to think you can’t do before midnight whatever you might do after it, so do it before the clock strikes twelve and be home by midnight.”
“Or what? I’ll turn into a pumpkin and fall back to rags?” Her hand waves out, forcing me to glance around the living room. “I’m already living in hell without a fairy godmother.”
My breath hitches. She has no idea what hell is like even with a fairy godmother or in my case, just a good, decent mother. And while this house isn’t perfect, it has potential. It’s going to be all mine one day, so she can cut the shit attitude because from the hints I’m getting in Lys’s journal, I don’t think my home’s appearance isn’t too different than where they lived.
“Midnight,” I repeat. I’m not condoning she have sex by the strike on a clock, but she knows I’m right. Whatever she wants to do can be done before midnight just as easily as it can after. I’m hoping I don’t need to state she better not drink and drive, but perhaps a reminder is necessary.
“I’m not into anybody here. My man’s waiting for me back home.” Lena licks her lips and puts up a good front. For the first time, Lys snorts and rolls back to her belly facing the television.
“Whatchu laughing at? At least boys like me,” Lena says, and I shake my head. This was an argument between my sister and me once upon a time.
“Don’t do that,” I warn. Lena looks back at me. “Don’t value yourself based on boys’ attention and don’t ever compare yourself to your sister like that.” Pam had boyfriends, and I didn’t. Her curvy body was an instant attraction, and I felt the side effects of being more boyishly built and tomboy in nature. It was difficult growing up with the comparison.
Lena stares at me, but I’m not backing down on this. “Midnight. I know each family you just mentioned. I can check in to see if you ever showed, stayed, or departed the bonfire.”
Lena’s brow lifts. Her foot stomps, but she knows I’m serious. I can check on her, but I don’t want to have to do it.
“Fine,” she mutters, taking her coat from the closet and slamming the front door after she leaves. Good Lord, these slamming doors . . .
Lys twists to face me again. “She doesn’t mean it,” she says, looking up at me as she’s perched on her elbows on the floor. “She likes a boy here, and she doesn’t have a man waiting for her back home.”
“Oh yeah, who does she like here?” I love a little high school gossip. My former students love to come to my room during breaks in the day and tell all to me.
“She likes some boy named Durke Bryant.”
Good kid. I remember him. “Does he like her?”
Lys shrugs. “He’s better than Hector.”
“Who’s Hector?”
“The man she thinks is waiting for her, but he’s not. She’s a kid. He doesn’t want her.”
My stomach drops. What does she mean “he’s a man”? Like truly an adult, outside of high school?
“How old is Hector?”
“Like Leon’s age, but don’t tell Leon. He hates Hector.”
“Why?” I question without thinking. I shouldn’t be digging. Lys shrugs.
“Just always has. Said to stay away from him if we ever see him, but Lena didn’t. She never listens. She won’t be home by midnight.” 
I smile weakly, hoping Lys is wrong about a few things—like Lena being in love with an older man, that man using her, and Leon hating him. Somehow, I don’t think their quiet, younger sister is mistaken, and a midnight curfew should be the least of my worries.
Halfway through the next movie, Leon returns and takes a seat on the opposite end of the couch. It’s strange having him near. Unfortunately, if he’d stayed at the bar, he’d feel just as far away.
“Lena went out,” I tell him. “I told her to be home by midnight.”
“You gave Lena a curfew?” He chuckles after asking, finally looking over at me. Lys rolls to her tummy to speak to her brother.
“You should have heard her. She put Lena in her place.”
Leon lifts a brow to me, and I shrug. 
“Although she’s going to owe me five bucks when Lena doesn’t show at midnight,” Lys teases.
“And you’ll owe me laundry duty when she does,” I tease back.
Lys smiles, and I sense Leon watching me, so I turn to him, still grinning. Only when I see the look on his face, mine falters. He looks upset, like I did something I shouldn’t have done. His eyes stay on me for a minute before dipping to my lips. Quickly, he looks away.
“I’m going up to my room.” He pushes off the couch, and using his long legs, he takes the stairs three at a time. My eyes follow his retreat, and when I turn back to the television, Lys is watching me. She smiles big, and I smile back like we share a secret, but when I glance over her head toward the front window, I scream.
 



Lesson 15
A man is only as good as his word.
 
[Leon]
 
Fucking hell. I heard her scream over the shower I desperately need to get off in so I can forget the sound of her teasing my sister.
Racing down the stairs in only a towel, I jump three at a time to find Tricia staring at the front window, and Lys sitting upright, looking back at her teacher.
“What the hell?”
“I thought I saw a spider,” Tricia says, her voice trembling as if she saw an ax murderer.
“A spider?” I growl.
“It looked like a man was outside on the front porch,” Lys says while still observing Tricia, whose eyes don’t move from the window. “But it could have been a reflection from the television.” Lys doesn’t sound certain.
Based on the position of the set, with the back of the unit to the window, there is no chance it’s a reflection. I don’t try to correct my sister. Instead, I’m watching Tricia, who is visibly shaking. A spider cannot possibly cause such a panic-stricken expression. She’s too tough.
“What did you see?” I question Tricia. Her eyes don’t leave the dark glass pane.
“Tricia,” I bark. She flinches but doesn’t move her head. Stepping closer, I speak again. “Baby, look at me.”
Slowly, her neck twists, and she peers up at me, eyes wide and dark as a forest under midnight. She’s lost inside, and I can’t find her, not even with her looking at me.
I lower to one knee, holding the towel around me as best I can so the goods don’t show. “What did you see, pretty lady?” I question, keeping my eyes fixed on her as my voice softens.
“A spider,” she whispers, but she’s lying. An eight-legged creature would not freeze a person like this unless it’s the size of the house . . . or the size of a man. 
“What did he look like?” I question, still holding her gaze.
“Large with curly hair.”
“Six feet tall and frightening,” I add, my voice hardening as I speak. Tricia doesn’t move. I don’t think she’s even drawing in air.
“Breathe, baby,” I suggest, keeping my voice quiet, knowing Lys is watching us. My eyes remain on my roommate as I slowly rise. Tricia focuses on me as I take a step to the door and then turn to open it.
“No!” she cries out, but I’m on the small front porch before she finishes the word. The light’s on waiting for Lena, and I see truck taillights off in the distance up the road. 
Fucker. I turn back for the house. Inside, Tricia remains fixed to the couch. Her eyes connect with mine, but she’s still not seeing me. Swallowing a few times, she closes her eyes and licks her lips. When she opens them, she tries to smile at Lys, but it isn’t working. The curl of those cherry-red lips is all wrong, and I don’t like it.
“I’m going to look for some chocolate,” Tricia tells my sister, who is still watching her teacher with concern. Slowly, Tricia stands, her legs wobbling, and I reach out for her. Her hands come up, held out to prevent me from touching her, and she gives me a false grin.
“Chocolate,” she whispers and heads to the kitchen.
“Lys,” I hiss quietly to my sister once Tricia leaves the room. “What did you see, hermanita?”
“It was only a reflection,” she says, her voice small and quiet.
“Lys, you aren’t in trouble, but you need to tell me,” I demand.
“He looked about your size with a ball cap on his head, but it wasn’t for a team.” Camouflage, I bet.
“Did you see him do anything?”
Lys motioned with her fingers—two pointed at her eyes and then pointed at me.
“He did that to Tricia?” My voice rises, and Lys stares at me. “Lys, answer the question.”
My sister flinches. “Did you know she was married? She said he was one of the mean people in town.”
My heart hammers in my chest. “Did she say what he did?”
“No, she wouldn’t tell us, and Lena laughed at her. Told Tricia she didn’t know any mean people here, but I think Tricia does.”
“Are people mean to her at school?” I don’t like the direction of this conversation.
“Ms. Carter?”
I nod.
“No. Everyone likes her. She’s a favorite.” 
“So who would be mean to her?”
“She said her husband was not a nice man.”
Lys watches me as I stand to my full height and stare out the front window.
“Okay. Okay, Lys, thank you for telling me. You sure you didn’t see anything else?”
She shakes her head. 
“Okay,” I whisper and head for the kitchen where Tricia stands with her hands spread on the counter. Her head rests against the upper cabinets. The only light on is the one above the stove.
“Incoming,” I warn, hoping she’ll turn, which she does, and I step up to her, pulling her to me. One arm wraps around her back, my hand splaying across the space between her shoulders while my other hand palms the back of her head. Her arms fall to her sides for a minute, but I squeeze her tighter. Cautiously, her hands come to my waist. Her fingers are freezing against my bare skin, and I realize too late I’m holding her against my naked chest because I’m still only dressed in a damp towel. I hug her tighter as if I can mold her to me, imprint her on my skin, because she’s slowly seeping under it. I can’t get her close enough.
“He will not get you.”
“Who?” she mutters. She held my wrist in an alley. She let me kiss her in a bar. We both know who I’m referring to.
“He will not get to you. Not with me here.”
“You can’t promise that,” she whispers.
“I can. This is my promise to you. He will not hurt you, baby.”
“A promise is like a vow, and you said they were full of air.” Her mouth heats my skin when she speaks, and her statement coils around my heart. That isn’t exactly what I said, but I smile to myself when I remember the text I sent her the day we played ball. Shakespeare knew where it was at, but he doesn’t know me. My promises are solid. 
 “This is a real one, baby. You’ll see.” 
I might live to regret making such a vow, but as I stand here, holding her in my arms—even if she isn’t holding me back—I know this woman with trouble written all over her is someone I will make promises to over and over again, and I will work like hell to keep every one of them.
 
+ + + 
 
Tricia and I stay up until midnight, blindly watching the television. I can’t even tell you what is on the screen. Lys had gone to her room when the movie they were originally watching ended. Tricia sits a mile away from me, head balanced on her raised hand, propped up by her elbow on the armrest. At one point, her arm collapses, and she almost knocked herself out but caught herself just before her temple hits the edge of the couch.
“Come here,” I mutter, holding out an arm and wiggling my fingers at her. I’d taken the fastest shower of my life, washing the bar’s scent off me and returning to the living room in loose sweats and a faded T-shirt. I tip my head, encouraging a skeptical Tricia to move closer to me.
“Come on,” I tease, and Tricia peers at me over her shoulder. She’d changed into her robe, and I’m curious what’s underneath, but I fight back the urge to question her about it. She shifts, and I pat my thigh. She’s hardly spoken since the hug in her kitchen and she doesn’t say a thing as she folds to her side on the nasty couch cushions and places her head on my upper leg. Without thinking, my fingers comb through her hair, brushing the long locks behind her ear and then stroking down the length. Her hair is silky and straight and soft, just as I’d thought it would be. While I’m trying to soothe her, I find it calms me to spread my fingers through the fine locks and stroke to the ends. Her lids eventually close, and she relaxes against me.
I can’t remember the last time a woman did this with me.
I can’t recall if I’ve ever been in this position. 
It feels a bit domestic. Waiting for my sister. Woman sleeping on my thigh. It’s almost . . . peaceful, if I don’t think about the fact that Tricia is against my leg because her ex was on the porch, most likely realizing she has people living with her, especially me, a man he doesn’t know. 
Does he understand we’re only roommates? 
Then again, he saw me kiss her, throwing out a challenge. It’s been weeks since that happened, and I promised myself it wouldn’t happen again. I’ve kept that promise. Then she kissed me the other night, and I’ve been ornery ever since. I said I wouldn’t get involved, yet here I am, combing her hair, liking how it feels, and wishing I could carry her up to my bed.
I’m in so much trouble.
When Lena comes in, Tricia doesn’t move. My sister catches my eye after noticing my fingers in Tricia’s hair. She offers me a cheeky smile.
“What?” I whisper.
“I got your number, big brother.” She tips her chin at me like the girls back home years ago, and I pray my sister isn’t one of them. She’s so rough around the edges, but she doesn’t need to be. Not here.
“You got zero,” I remind her, but her eyes drift to how I’m touching Tricia, as if I can’t stop my own damn hand from moving through her silky strands.
“I like her,” Lena whispers, and I look down at Tricia. I like her, too. I’ve been trying to avoid her because I like her. I can’t be around her chatter and her charts and her plans. It’s too much. I’ve tried to separate as best I can but tonight? Tonight, I had to give in.
A promise.
Man, I am as good as my word, and now I am screwed.
“I’m going to bed,” Lena says, and I lift my phone to watch it flip to midnight. Looking up at my sister, she glances back at me, bracing for a fight. 
“Did you have fun?”
She shrugs, holding the bannister, preparing for flight up the staircase. “It was all right.”
“You doing okay with the kids at school?”
“I don’t know what you mean,” she says, narrowing her eyes at me.
“People being nice to you?”
“Now you sound like her,” Lena says, nodding at Tricia and chuckling at the comment. Could be worse, I think. I could sound like Rina, not caring about another person’s feelings. My ex was a piece of work.
“Worse people to sound like,” I reply.
“Sound like her again.” Lena chuckles. We hold each other’s stare for a second. She’s eighteen years younger than I am, but there is no denying we are siblings. We share the same silvery eyes, jet-black hair, and angular cheekbones. 
“Thanks for being home when she asked.”
“I did it for her,” Lena says, defending herself, and I get it. 
“I know you did. I’ll tell her.”
Lena nods again, and I say, “Good night.”
The sentiment surprises my sister almost as much as thanking her did, and without a word back, she takes the stairs up to her room. 
I sigh in relief. At least we didn’t fight.
 
 



Lesson 16
Headaches need proper attention.
 
[Tricia]
 
I woke when he stopped stroking my hair, embarrassed that I’d fallen asleep on him.
“Lena’s home,” he quietly tells me, and I sit upward, my head rushing.
“What time is it?”
“Just after midnight but she was home with a minute to spare,” he says.
“Lys won’t really have to do double laundry,” I reply as if laundry is the most important topic.
“I wish she did. I hate laundry.” His lips slowly curl into a smile, and I take comfort in his grin.
“Well, most of mine is delicate, so I prefer to do it myself.”
His eyes widen at the comment and fall to the gape in my robe. It slipped open, almost to my waist, revealing my silky sleepwear. I put on the sexy slip after seeing Trent outside the window to remind myself I’m safe. I don’t need to cover up any more bruises or marks because I don’t have them. I can wear what I want. The robe is an extra layer of security, but that’s more protection from Leon. I don’t need to prance around the house in my self-reassuring nightwear.
“Like that?” Leon asks. His eyes drop to my chest, and I peek down at the silky material covering my breasts and the lace running down the middle of the nightie.
“Yes,” I whisper, gazing back up at him, curling my fingers into the couch cushion. I balance on shaky arms as I look at my roommate.
Leon licks his bottom lip. “I don’t think I could do your laundry.”
“Why?” I question, finding it an odd statement.
“If my fingers ever get to touch that material, I want it to be while it’s on your body, and then I want it off.” He speaks to my breasts as he talks. Hesitantly, a finger lifts and strokes down my neck to the top of the lace.
Can’t. Breathe.
He doesn’t even like me. He’s told me I’m not his type. Not to mention, he’s full of snark and his sass, and he always disappears as soon as he can when we are home together.
I swallow hard as the rough tip of his finger lowers over the lace and skims between my breasts. My chest heaves, and my arms tremble. I want him. I want him to mean what he said in the kitchen. I’ll always be safe with him here. I’ll always be safe with him, period. 
“I promised I wouldn’t touch you unless you asked.” His lids lift lazily, a question in his statement. Do I want him to touch me? Am I ready for this step? I hesitate too long.
“I should head to bed.” His finger retreats leaving a trail of heat while his voice drops. He licks his lip again. I try to steady my expression even though I’m crestfallen at his rejection. It takes everything in my power not to launch myself at him and beg him to take me to his bed. I want to feel his body against mine like he held me in the kitchen. I want to absorb his warmth against my cold skin. I want him to kiss me with more than a brush of his lips, but I don’t move.
“Good night.” I nod, agreeing with him. He should walk away. I’m not good for him. He doesn’t need my Trent drama. Besides, I’ve never mastered the art of seduction. I don’t think I could ever do casual sex. I worked so hard not to draw Trent’s attention after a while that I fear I’ll never bring a man close to me again. A strong, patient man is going to have to make the moves on me, and those moves will need to be tender and gentle. Leon Ramirez seems anything but.
 
+ + + 
 
“What’s wrong?” The sound of Leon’s voice behind me makes me flinch, not so much from the gruffness but the volume. My head is killing me.
“Headache,” I mutter. I don’t roll to look at him over my shoulder, keeping as still as I can, cupping my hand at my temples and shielding my eyes from the light. I’m on my bed, and I can’t get my room dark enough from the afternoon sun. I should be at work, but I had to leave early.
“Lys sent me a text and said you left school,” he explains before I can ask what he’s doing here. He should be at work too. As for me, I couldn’t stand the pressure, and by eleven o’clock, I needed to leave before my head exploded. I’m only missing one afternoon class and my planning period, but I don’t want to think about any of that. I just want to lie here, pray for the pain medication to kick in, and hope for someone to lop off my head. 
“It’s bad?” he questions, and I’m still wondering what he’s doing here, why he’s asking me, and why he cares.
“Shouldn’t you be at work?” I question, fighting the throb at my temples as I speak.
“I was worried.” My shoulders sag at the sweetness of his words, even if he doesn’t really mean them. He’s been nothing but distant since Saturday evening. He’s a walking contradiction, but I’ve decided the sexy comments come naturally to him. He called me baby. He calls me pretty lady. Flirting must be like second nature to him, so I remind myself he isn’t actually flirting with me. He’s just unconsciously sexy. I’m surprised he hasn’t brought home a girl or two, but that would be extra awkward. It’s also a relief he hasn’t. I don’t think I could handle him being flirtatious with another woman. Forget hearing him have sex with her on the other side of the wall we share.
These thoughts are too much for my head, and I don’t respond to his concern. I just want to sleep, though I know it won’t happen. My brain is literally pounding, and I succumb to the pressure, biding my time until it passes. 
Something thumps behind me, as if someone dropped an item, and I want to kill Leon. When another thump occurs, I consider the ways to murder such a big man. Suffocation by pillow. Poison in his enchilada. 
A subtle unzipping of something brings my attention back to my room. Is he still in here?

The bed dips at my back, and a hand comes to the side of my head. 
I twist, looking over my shoulder, but my eyes pulse. The pain intensifies. “What are you doing?”
“Relax,” he whispers. “Let me rub your temples.”
What? “What?”
“When I was young, my mother would get these headaches and she would lie on the couch, telling me to massage her temples. I could get an entire cartoon-worth of television time if I kept the volume low and my fingers moving.”
His fingers move, methodically pressing small circles on the side of my head. The pressure he applies feels nice, so I rotate back to my prior position, facing the covered window and closing my eyes. 
I don’t ever really sleep when my head hurts like this. I just doze, giving in to the weight of my body pressed against the mattress. I didn’t think I could sleep, especially with Leon behind me, touching me so intimately, but I drift into a peaceful bliss for a bit.
When his fingers stop massaging, I’m too relaxed to move, and I wait for him to shift away from my bed. Instead, his head comes closer to mine, his breath brushing my hair, and an arm loops over my waist. A blanket covers me, but I haven’t undressed from my school outfit. Eventually, Leon’s arm tightens a bit, and his front presses against my back. I should ask him what he’s doing. I should tell him to get out, but the comfort of him behind me and the tender massage to my temple has me feeling like mush.
I sleep for a while and wake to find Leon still at my back.
Abruptly twisting, I startle him. His lids flip open, his eyes searching my face. He lifts his head a second to take in my room, and then he blinks. His arm still rests over my waist. Staring up at the window across the room, he exhales.
“I used to look out my window into this room,” he admits, and my mouth falls open. He cranes his neck to look at me still watching him over my shoulder. “I saw you.”
What did he see? Me undressing? Me naked? Did he know sometimes I touched myself looking over at his window?
“I saw you, too,” I tell him, my voice groggy from sleep. I hold his eyes with mine, and the corner of his mouth crooks upward. 
“What did you see, pretty lady?” he asks with a hint of knowing in his voice, but I won’t admit what I saw. Him undressing. Him naked. Him touching himself one night before the window. 
As he pops up to lean on his elbow, his quick movement causes me to fall to my back. His arm remains over my middle, but the blanket covering me has drifted to my waist. 
“Tell me what you saw,” he commands, his voice soft as his eyes search my face. I lick my lips and bite the edge.
“Sometimes you were dressed,” I admit, and his unbalanced grin grows.
“And sometimes I wasn’t?” he adds. His eyes move to my throat, and his hand covers it, holding his palm in place while I swallow. “You have nothing to be afraid of with me.”
He’s so wrong. I have everything to be afraid of, especially with him. I want him in ways I shouldn’t. My chest rises and falls. I don’t respond to his declaration as his flattened palm moves to my sternum.
“How is your headache?” he questions, his eyes on his hand at my breastbone. His fingers spread, and the heat from his palm warms my already sleep-dampened skin.
“Better.” My voice rings with surprise because I am shocked. I actually do feel better.
“Good,” he whispers. His fingers spread, dipping into the material of my dress, which has loosened while I slept. A hint of my bra is exposed, and his hand moves lower, resting in the valley between my breasts. The achy globes are small, so the gap between them is wide. Each tingles with anticipation, hyperaware of the edge of his hand brushing tender skin simultaneously.
“Did you ever see me get off over there?”
“What?” I choke while watching his face. He keeps his eyes focused on the back of his hand. He flips it, his knuckles coasting lightly up and down the skin between my breasts, forcing my dress to spread open.
“Answer me, baby,” he quietly demands, and I swallow again.
“Once,” I whisper.
His eyes leap to mine and hold. “Only once?”
“Well, I’d seen you walking around in there a bunch of times, but one time, in particular, stands out.” The window night.
He smiles down at me, pressing the heel of his hand at the material covering each breast, brushing it side to side, forcing the cotton to slide to the side and open wider. The front clasp of my bra is revealed, and with a pinch, he has it undone.
“I promised I’d wait until you ask for my touch, but I’m thinking you won’t, so I’ll ask you, instead. Is this okay?” My breath hitches as his hand continues to move methodically. The cups of my bra spread farther apart, catching on peaked nipples. My chest rises and falls under his heavy steel gaze. The heat of his palm makes me shiver. I’m ready to beg him to touch me.
“What did you think when you watched me?” he inquires, and I’m coming out of my skin. I can’t tell him what I thought, but the images return. His vigorous tugging. The strength of his arm. The length of him silhouetted in the window. And how I want all of it.
My eyes close, and I swallow.
“That good, baby?” he mutters, his hand lowering. He watches as more flesh is revealed with each movement of the heel of his hand against my sensitive skin. His fingers lower to my belly and then skim upward. My dress falls completely open. My bra pops over the nipples with the next deep inhale, exposing everything to him. 
I softly gasp as his palm coasts over one breast, tweaking the firm nub. He cups his hand, wrapping around the swell, and squeezes. My back arches. Heat rushes to my belly. 
Oh God, he’s going to make me come just from touching me like this.
His fingers move to the other breast, repeating the motion.
“You have the prettiest titties,” he says, and I giggle at the word. I try to move my arm, but he shifts so his mouth takes one breast, pinning that arm to my side. My free hand clutches the blanket near my waist, and my lids lower. He takes his time rolling his tongue over one achy globe, sucking at the entire swell and then nipping at the ripened nipple. He swallows the globe again before pulling off with a pop. When he moves to the other one, and he looks at me, eyes hooded as he watches my reaction while taking me in his mouth once more. The intensity of those silver eyes. The spark in them. Knowing what he’s doing to me. I can’t look. It’s too much.
My hand rests near his shaft, and I turn it in a way so I can cup him over his zipper.
“Not yet, baby,” he warns me, using his hand to remove mine. He slips up to his elbow, perching above me so he can slip his hand further down my middle, disappearing into the loosened dress material near my waist and dipping into my panties. “I bet you’re already wet.”
He’s teasing me, but when his fingers curl over my mound and press against sensitive flesh, he gets his answer. My back arches again, my head tipping back with the slightest brush of his fingertips across the tight hood. The soft touch reminds me of the night he kissed me, or rather when he didn’t kiss me, but it was still the best meeting of lips.
Tears prickle at my eyes. I can’t handle a swipe. I don’t want a skim. He needs to touch me, and as I return my back to the mattress and prepare to tell him to do so, we hear his name.
“Leon?” 
Shit.
“Shit.” Leon jumps from the bed, rubbing his hand at the length bulging in his jeans. He scoops up his jacket and boots from my floor and heads to my door. Holding still a second, he listens. Then he opens the door, slips around it, and looks up. With a wink and a smile, he shuts the barrier, and I curl into myself, tugging the material of the blanket up over my middle. I squirm as my legs wrestle and rub against one another.
He was so close. I was so close, and my body hums with need. It’s never felt like this. Not with Trent. Not with anyone. My skin is on fire. My sex enflamed. I need . . . more.
I decide a shower is my only hope. I need to trigger this release. My body vibrates as I walk to the bathroom. Even walking is turning me on. I can’t hear Leon speaking to his sister down below. I hear nothing but the thumping of my heart in my ears and feel the matching pulse against my sex. 
With the shower on, I’m undressed in a minute, and I step into the tub, tugging the curtain around me. I stand back, letting the water rush over my hair, and caress my body. My hands swipe over my face, wiping away loose drops and then coast down my body, covering one breast at a time, until eventually, my fingers swipe over the sensitive hood, as tender and gentle as Leon did. It won’t be enough. Placing two fingers together, I rotate the tips of them over my clit. Adding pressure, I close my eyes, and then . . .
I hear the bathroom door open.
Yanking my hand away from my aching core, I almost cry out. Instead, I peek around the curtain. Surely whoever opened the door knows someone is in here. The shower is loud. You can hear it from anywhere upstairs when it’s on. I’m ready to bark out my need for privacy when I find Leon on the other side of the drape.
His shirt is off. His eyes meet mine, and he presses a finger to his lips. 
Oh God. Oh God, is he coming in here? We’ll be completely naked, just the two of us, and I’ve never done this. Trent and I never showered together. Ever.
I tug the curtain back into place and step back, forcing myself under the spray once again until a tan hand moves the vinyl covering and steps into the tub. He’s taller than me by several inches, and I keep my eyes on his face instead of looking at the hardened inches lower on his body. Stepping forward, he cups my face.
“We need to be very quiet,” he says to me, and I nod with his hands on my jaw. He drags his nose along mine, and then his mouth covers my lips. It’s tender and sweet at first. A suck at the bottom curve, then a lick across the top, only my tongue chases his, and the second they touch, we explode. His tongue delves into my mouth, and I grip his biceps, drawing myself against him. One hand releases my face and rushes down my body, fingers searching as he lowers and lowers until they return to where he was in my bed. My breath hitches, and he catches the sound, swallowing it with his kiss.
With his fingers at my core but not inside me, he spins us, so he stands under the spray a second, the water teeming down his body. He releases my mouth, then looks down at his fingers playing with the curls and teasing the tender nub.
“This okay, baby?” It seems eons too late to ask, but I’d never tell him no. Not like this. Not yet.
My mouth seeks his in answer, and his middle finger slips inward. 
“Oh God,” I cry out against his lips, but he clamps them down, drawing the words into him as his tongue leaps against mine. His finger moves in and out of me, and my legs tremble.
“Hold onto me,” he mutters against my mouth, and my hand reaches out to grip him. I’m not hesitant. My palm finds him hard and stiff and longer than anything I’ve ever experienced. I wrap my fingers around him and stroke. He chuckles into my mouth.
“Not what I meant, but now that you’re holding me, don’t stop.”
“Oh,” I quietly gasp as he rocks his hips and pulls me closer. His hand cups the back of my head while his fingers give me their delicious attention on a long-neglected part of my body. With him in my palm and his fingers in me, we stand as close as we can, hips moving in tandem. If only we matched heights, he’d be inside me, and the thought sends a ripple of excitement through me. I squeeze him harder, tug at him faster.
“Baby.” He breaks from my mouth. “Lift your leg.”
I follow his command, placing my foot on the edge of the tub, but he brings it to his hip, cupping my backside in his hand. I’m opened in a new way, and he bends his knees. I still fist him. He still fingers me, but he’s close enough I drag him near my lower belly. His hips move like he’s dancing, and I watch our fingers reaching, grabbing, pleasing.
“Leon,” I whisper, and his mouth covers mine for another deep kiss. Keeping his lips against mine, he mutters, “Let me feel it.”
And I break. I squeeze and hold him while the orgasm races through me, rippling up my thighs and spreading downward from my belly. My legs stiffen, and I rise up on my toes while my forehead falls to his chest. I clench him in my fist while I grip his fingers inside me, never wanting this feeling to end. I’m torn apart and pulled back together, and then my legs give out. He clutches at my raised leg, steadying me in place against him another second.
He slows his attention to my channel, and I lower my trembling leg. With his other hand, he covers my fingers wrapped over him, curling around his thickness, and collectively, we work at him, jerking faster, gripping harder until he stills. His mouth crushes mine, forcing me to swallow his straining moans as he releases. 
Slowly, he breaks the kiss, both of us breathing heavily. He watches as his fingers slide out of me, and I let go of my hold on him. 
“Beautiful,” he says, his voice reverent as I look up at him. He leans forward and kisses me again, sweet and tender like when we started, and then he steps back and reaches for something. The tub has been taken over by bottles of shampoo and conditioner along with body washes and two bars of soap plus a mesh sponge. Leon pours body wash on the sponge and scrubs it over my body, taking his time to circle my front with the soapy loofah. He lowers to his knees and lifts my legs, does my feet, and then turns my body to work his way back upward, covering my backside and my shoulder blades before turning me toward the shower. I rinse and reach for the shampoo myself, but he takes it from me. Leaning forward, he whispers, “I did that backward.”
He winks and washes my hair before I give it a final rinse. My thoughts scatter again to how I’ve never done anything like this. Sexy shower time. Washing each other. 
“You need to sneak out,” he tells me, keeping his lips at my ear. “I told Lys I was showering, and I’d be down in a bit. Told her you were sleeping.” 
I bite my lip. I’m not certain how I feel about sneaking around in my own house, but I do as he says. Stepping out of the tub, I instantly feel a loss. Was it him? Was it me? Do I feel different after having my first orgasm at the hands of someone other than me? Was it different because it wasn’t Trent?
It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t non-existent. I was safe with Leon, truly safe, and for a moment, I felt cherished. It happened from his tender touch, and I might never be the same. 
I smile at both the satisfaction and the sinking sensation in my stomach. 
What does this mean for Leon and me?
 
 
 
 



Lesson 17
Fighting words are only words.
 
[Leon]
 
The second she leaves the bathroom, I fall against the tile and tip back my head.
What the fuck are you doing, man? 
She’s skittish, for one, but once I kissed her, she burst into flames, hot for me, grabbing me like she couldn’t get me close enough. But then what we were doing? All I could think about was entering her and how dangerous that would be, tainting her while wanting her all for me. She’s everything I don’t want. 
A woman on the rebound.
 I bang my head gently against the tile.
I’m not going to be able to fill the gap for her. I’m a mechanic with two sisters suddenly in my care. I’m renting rooms from her, not even in my own place, and I’m swimming upstream without a paddle to my name. 
She is not going to want this shit.
I don’t even want it. 
I just want peace. 
Strangely, when I was holding Tricia, a sense of tranquility settled over me. Not a current worry. Not a haunting memory. Just her under my arm. How am I going to let that go?
After turning off the faucets with force and yanking back the floral curtain, I exit the shower. There’s not a stitch of masculine touches in this house, but I’d die a happy man surrounded in all this girlie stuff if I could have another moment with her like I did on her bed or in this shower. 
I quickly dress and get myself downstairs. We need to keep it together, stay casual and not let on that anything happened to the girls. I don’t need questions and prying eyes. I don’t know what’s next or want to question if that was a one-time thing. 
As I enter the kitchen, Lys is doing her homework at the table while Lena stands before an open refrigerator like she expects something to magically appear.
“You’re wasting electricity, chica,” I snap at her. Lena slams the door, and at least something is put to right. She and I are at each other’s throats again. 
“What’s for dinner?” she asks, and I stare at the fridge myself. It’s become too easy as Tricia’s been doing the cooking. I know it’s been an adjustment. She went from cooking for one to cooking for four. 
“It’s Thursday,” Tricia says, and we all turn to her. Her hair is as wet as mine, but mine dries fast. “I go out to dinner with my family tonight over at Town Tavern.”
No one says a word. “It’s adults only. My siblings and I go up there so they can get away from their kids. We started the tradition when our dad . . . passed away a few years ago.”
Shit.
She smiles weakly at Lys. “So you’ll need to fend for yourselves tonight,” she says, her eyes finally landing on me but quickly looking away.
“Did you just take a shower?” Lena asks Tricia, and Tricia reaches for her hair. 
“I did, after Leon.”
Lena’s eyes move from Tricia to me and then back to her. Lena nods, but her lips twist into a smirk. She’s onto us, especially after the other night when I was combing my fingers through Tricia’s hair. 
“I’ll figure out dinner,” I say. She probably wants some time away from my family. I don’t blame her.
“You’re welcome to join us,” Tricia offers to me. “Adults only.” She glances over at Lena and Lys, giving them an apologetic look.
“Yeah, I’ll pass. I don’t want to intrude on family time.”
“Because you’re so good at it here,” Lena interjects, and I spear her with a glance.
“Oh. Yeah, sure. I understand,” Tricia stammers, but the drop in her voice says she doesn’t. Is she disappointed I won’t go? She already asked me, but is she only being polite after what we did? 
Knock it off, Leon.
“I have some papers to grade and want to check email since I left early today.”
“Riiiiight,” Lena drawls. “You had a headache.” She smiles at Tricia while nodding.
“She did,” Lys defends. “You didn’t see her, but it looked like it hurt.”
Lena’s brows crease. “Like Mami’s?”
“Worse,” Lys defends, and I look up at Tricia. Was it that bad? Does this happen often?
“It’s just a migraine. I get them once a month, but I feel better now.” She pauses and hooks a thumb over her shoulder. “So, yeah, going to correct some stuff and then head out. You guys have a good night,” she says as though she won’t see us again for days.
As soon as she leaves the room, I pull my eyes from her ass and meet the eyes of Lys, who’s watching me almost as intensely as Lena.
 
+ + + 
 
By nine o’clock, I’m coming out of my skin. I miss my nightly beer at the Tavern and knowing Tricia’s up there and not here has me itching to get out of the house. I’m also concerned her ex might pull a surprise visit and rattle her again. I don’t need to know all he did to her to know she’s still spooked by him and for a good reason. I hate that he was on the damn porch peering into the house. 
“Just go already,” Lena snaps.
“Go where?” I bark back. She’s sitting on the couch like I am, staring at some show I’m not even watching. An open textbook rests on her lap, and I don’t know how she can study with the commotion of the television. She isn’t studying, though. She’s pretending. 
“Go up to the Tavern to be with her,” Lena says, still watching the program.
“It’s not like that,” I defend, and Lena twists her neck to look at me.
“I’m not stupid. She showered after you? Good one.”
“You showered tonight after Lys.”
Lena scrunches her nose. “That is not what happened earlier with you and Ms. Carter, and you know it.” 
Oh God, don’t remind me she’s my sister’s teacher. 
“It’s not like that,” I repeat although I have no idea what it’s like, and I hate that my observant sister asks me the same question next.
“What’s it like then?”
“Lena,” I warn because I don’t know, and if I did, I would not be telling my seventeen-year-old kid sister. 
“You better not be dipping into that just because of proximity.”
I shift so fast, Lena flinches.
“Don’t you ever talk about her like that. You might be almost eighteen, but you are still my kid sister, and I’ll smack you if I have to.” I’d never hit a girl, but Lena can really push my limits. “I’m not dipping nothin’, and it has nothin’ to do with proximity. That woman’s letting us live here. Show some respect, chica.”
“You respect her then, Leon. She’s good to us. Lys loves her, and I like her a lot. Don’t be messing this up. We don’t want to move again.”
I stare at my sister. “We aren’t going anywhere.”
“What happens when that house is fixed?” She tips her head toward the house across the drive.
“You see anybody fixing it?” 
Lena shakes her head. There hasn’t been anybody over there since we left.
“When are Mami and Papi going to be back?” Lena asks, and it’s the million-dollar question. I’ve had no contact with anyone. It’s time to toss my phone and get another number, but with the school needing a contact, I’ve held on to the device longer than I’d like.
“You hear from anybody at home?” I question my sister, and she shakes her head, her hair falling around her face. “Lena, you better not lie to me.”
Her head snaps up, and she glares at me. “No, Leon. Your secret hideaway is still safe with us. No one knows where we’re at.” I hate when my sister falls into street slang while giving me sass.
“Keep it that way,” I warn. “How are you doing with your college applications?”
“I didn’t apply anywhere yet. I need Papi’s credit card.”
Shit.
“Maybe I can get one of those temporary cards. The ones you put money on, so you can apply,” I suggest, and Lena stares at me like I have two heads. 
“You’d do that?” The hesitation in her voice tells me my sister does not trust me, and I’m reminded she has good reason to feel that way. We hardly know one another. Our shared blood is our only real connection.
“I’d do anything for you, Magdalena. Honest.” I hold her gaze as I speak her full name, hoping to reinforce the seriousness of what I’m saying. I do not want my sisters on the same path that Israel and I traveled—not mine because I got locked up, and especially not Israel’s, because he’s dead. 
Recalling my brother stabs at my heart, and I rub at my chest a second.
“Yeah, that’d be cool if you got one of those cards. I could apply to a few places then.” She bites her lip, and I don’t know if she’s fighting a joyful smile or still doubting me. “Now, really, go up to the bar. You’re annoying me.”
“I don’t want you leaving Lys,” I tell her. “Tricia didn’t like that between the two of us, there were times Lys was alone.”
Lena’s face wrinkles. “She’s fourteen. She can be by herself.”
“She can,” I admit. “But she’s struggling as I suspect you are, and it isn’t good to be alone in a strange house with new surroundings.” My thoughts quickly flip to Trent again. He lays a hand on my sisters, and he’s dead.
“Whatever,” Lena says. “I’m tired. I’m not going anywhere.” 
I’ve noticed she hasn’t gone out as much since we moved into Tricia’s place, and I chalk it up to the influence of this new woman in our lives. I just hope she doesn’t rub off too much or none of us will survive without her.
 
+ + + 
 
When I get to the bar, the family party is in full swing, complete with laughter and smiles. I feel like an intruder, which is just what I told Tricia I didn’t want to do. But the second she sees me, her beaming smile lights up her face—fuck—and I just feel like a new man. Who doesn’t want a woman to smile at him like that?
As I near the table, Jess calls out my name, and I’m relieved as I see Tricia fighting with herself. Does she come to me? Do I go to her? Jess moves over a bit and drags another chair to the table. 
“Leon, meet my girl. This is Emily.” 
“Emily Post of Chicago,” Tom bellows, and I miss the joke as the rest of them laugh.
“Nice to meet you, Leon. I’ve heard a bit about you.” Emily’s a pretty blonde with fresh blue eyes. Her posture says classy while her expression reads soft.
“That could be . . . interesting,” I tease, looking from Jess to Tricia and wondering who spoke about me.
“It’s all good. I hear you’re another Chicago native,” she remarks, and for a second, I still. Then I take in her clothes and know this woman has never been anywhere near where I grew up. “Where did you live?”
Crap.
“West side,” I say, keeping it vague, and her head tips. “What about you?”
“Gold coast.”
I whistle, and my shoulders sag in relief. Yep, nowhere near where I lived. 
“I went to college in the city. How about you?” Emily asks, and I know she’s only being friendly. Tricia’s hand comes to my thigh, and she answers for me.
“Leon’s really good with cars. He works at Dixon’s.”
“Oh.” Emily sits up straighter. “I need to bring my car in for a tune-up and new tires.”
Without looking at Tricia, I cover her hand and squeeze it in gratitude, but it hits me. Tricia’s never going to want to tell them how I learned the trade skill I have or where I’ve spent the past few years because of my “schooling.”
I fall back in my seat, keeping quiet as this family chatters and teases one another. Tom is the ringleader and the jokester, keeping it light among them. His wife, Karyn, sits next to him. Their sister Pam is a petite blonde who keeps her attention on the man next to her. His name is Ethan, and he’s somehow related to the rest of them. Then there’s Jess and Emily, who can’t stop touching each other. Then again, Tricia’s hand has not left my thigh, and my hand has not uncovered hers. The time passes, and I’m feeling good, having one more beer than I should on a work night, and then the door flies open.
Trent fucking Walker. 
We don’t need a scene, but I’m prepared to make one if he comes near us. He hasn’t been back to Tricia’s house, or at least, not that I’m aware of, since the night Tricia screamed.
“Tricia,” he states, and our table goes silent.
“I’m warning you,” says the bald bartender who owns the place, addressing Trent. He’s been decent to me over the past few months, so I don’t want any issues with him.
“Just wanted to let you know Levi misses you.” I’m not certain I know who Levi is. Tricia and I have had more surface-level conversations than deep ones like the day we shot hoops at the high school.
Tricia’s fingers curl into my thigh. “Levi can see me anytime he wants at school, or he can stop by my house.”
“Oh, yeah? Where you living now?” His eyes travel to me and hold. 
That’s right, man. I live with her. I want to beat my chest.
“It’s not like you don’t know,” Tricia huffs, and Jess shifts beside me.
“How does he know?” her older brother asks me.
“He stopped by,” Tricia answers Jess. 
My eyes hit Trent’s. 
I know you’re still sniffing around her. 
“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Trent states smugly, holding my glare. My other hand clenches into a fist. 
“Of course you don’t,” she whispers, keeping her gaze from him. 
“What about Levi?” Trent asks, and Tricia’s brows furrow.
“Don’t use Levi like this,” she warns him, and I’m still wondering who this other person is.
“My brother needs you to come home.” Ah! He has a brother.
Tricia’s fingers dig deeper into my thigh, and she slowly shakes her head. 
“Jess,” I hiss, giving him fair warning. I’m ready to break this man. 
“Trent, great to see you, but as you can see, it’s family night,” Tom interjects, interpreting the tension among us, but Trent doesn’t take the bait.
“Still part of the family,” he mutters.
“Not anymore,” Tom says, turning in his seat to glance up at the man behind him. “We don’t want any trouble tonight, Trent, so find a girl and skedaddle.”
“My girl is sitting at this table,” Trent states, and Tricia shakes her head again.
“Sign the papers, Trent,” Tricia beseeches, gazing up at him, and Emily gasps before hush-whispering, “He hasn’t signed the papers yet?” 
What the . . .?
Tricia releases my thigh and stands. “I’m not doing this in front of my family.” 
Tom, Jess, and I stand at the same time Tricia does. She isn’t taking one step without one of us, and Trent better be walking in the opposite direction.
“I know what you are.” Trent turns on me. “You’re the rebound man, but she’ll be back. She always bounces back to me.”
Tricia holds her stomach. “I need to get out of here,” she whispers, and my arm wraps around her shoulders. It’s taking all my strength to hold back from what I want to say to this fucker. All my strength. My body vibrates, and I want at him for speaking to her, for even looking at her, but I can’t touch him. One fight and I might end up back where I was.
I don’t want any trouble.
“Let’s get out of here,” I mutter, finding it difficult to walk away—very difficult—but I will not touch him. 
“Run away,” he calls after Tricia as we both turn for the back entrance. “But I do know where you live.”
All hell breaks loose then. I stop and turn toward him. Jess whips around Emily, and Tom shoves Trent toward the door. Baz calls out for the entire group to leave, and he tells Trent he isn’t welcome in the Tavern anymore. Ever. 
I pause, knowing I can’t keep my mouth shut. If I can’t use my fists, he’s going to hear my words.
“You don’t look at her,” I growl, forcing Tricia behind me as I point at her ex. “You don’t talk to her, don’t come near her. Not at the house, the school, not anywhere. Because if you do, I’ll find you, man, and it will not be pretty.”
The entire time this circus unfolds, Trent holds my gaze, and I keep mine focused on him. 
“You threatening me?” Trent questions. Tom still holds Trent back with two hands on his chest while Emily’s hands wrap around Jess’s biceps.
“I don’t threaten. I promise,” I warn. After turning back to Tricia, I tuck her under my arm and walk us out with Trent’s eyes burning a hole in my back. Doesn’t hurt. I already have scars there.
And yeah, I got his number, and he’s not getting what’s under my arm. 
She’s one in a million, and I’m keeping her. 
She’s mine.
 



Lesson 18
A game is only a game.
 
[Tricia]
 
When we return to the house, Leon follows me into my bedroom after double-checking all the doors and windows. We haven’t spoken to one another since leaving the bar, and I’m still trembling from the scene.
This isn’t my life, plays on repeat in my head. I’m good. I’m quiet. I do everything by the book. I do not get in trouble or cause trouble, but I’ve made mistakes. The biggest one just faced off with me in front of my family and in a public place.
I sink down onto the edge of the bed. Leon paces before me, making me even more nervous. He raises his hands and entwines his fingers behind his neck.
“I planned to tell you earlier to keep it cool, thinking we shouldn’t let on to my sisters about anything, but now . . .” He stares down at me, chest heaving like we’d both just raced a mile instead of having walked a few yards to the house. 
“I’m sorry that happened,” I say, feeling guilty for the embarrassing way Trent behaved and for everyone losing it. 
Leon steps up to me, cupping the back of my head like he did in the shower. “You have nothing to be sorry about, pretty lady.”
“This is all so embarrassing,” I admit quietly.
“Hey,” Leon says, tipping my head up so I look into his pewter eyes. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”
“I should have never married him,” I whisper. But I did. I’d said, I do, and I’d stuck with him because I hadn’t known how to leave. 
He licks his lips and focuses on me. “What did he do to you?”
Immediately, my head shakes. I won’t tell him. I won’t tell anyone. I’m an intelligent woman who has a career in educating others, but I’ve been very stupid. 
“He lay a hand on you? Smack you around? Call you names?” I don’t look up at him. I try to hang my head as shame washes over me, but he maintains his hold on my chin, keeping my head up.
“Okay, baby,” Leon says, stroking his thumb over my lower lip. He squats before me. “Not tonight.” He quickly kisses the corner of my lip before leaning away. 
“Tell me something else.” He pauses, and I nod. “Who’s Levi?”
“Trent has a younger brother. He’s Lys’s age and attends the high school. I see him almost every day, so his plea on behalf of Levi isn’t warranted.” In all honesty, Levi’s been distant with me this week, only giving me half-hearted waves from down the hall.
“He important to you?”
“I’ve practically raised him since he was two. Their father is an alcoholic—drunk most of the day and collecting disability.” 
Leon’s head slowly bobbles as if he understands.
“Okay.” He quiets. “Why don’t you get ready for bed?”
“What are you going to do?” Fear and need wrap around me. I don’t want him to leave me. I need him to stay with me. The energy coming off Leon in the bar was near volatile, like a volcano ready to erupt. He was ready to go after Trent, and I imagine the damage he could do would not be pretty. Instead, I need that strength next to me tonight, but I don’t know how to ask.
“Just want to take a breather,” he admits.
I reach out for his cheek and focus my eyes on his. “Thank you for standing up to him. No one’s ever done that for me before.”
Still tracing over my lower lip with his thumb, Leon stares at me. “Did anyone ever know they needed to stand up to him?”
I swallow and shake my head. Trent’s friends heard him talk to me, how he spoke to me. They’d laugh, as if I was one of the guys. Only one ever caught my eye and saw that Trent’s words hurt. Once, he saw Trent grab me harder than necessary, but he still didn’t speak up. He let Trent handle his woman.
“I promised I’d ask before I touched, but I don’t seem to have the willpower to keep my hands from you before asking permission crosses my lips. I don’t want to leave you alone right now.”
“I don’t want you to go,” I whisper. He slowly smiles his crooked grin, but it doesn’t reach his eyes, which still glow a deadly platinum.
“Be right back then,” Leon states and stands. When he releases my face, I instantly miss his touch, realizing I was calmer with his hands on me. Shakily, I stand once he leaves my room and dress for bed. I cover myself in a robe and head to the bathroom for my nightly routine. When I return to my room, Leon is propped against the headboard, lower body under the blankets. His naked chest is on display, and I can’t stop my eyes from roaming over those fine plains of strength. His eyes watch me as I hesitantly remove my robe, revealing a nightie similar to the one I wore when his finger trailed down the middle. I don’t feel sexy or seductive tonight. I’m tired and climb onto my side of the bed before slipping under the covers. Leon scoots lower so we lay face-to-face, staring at one another.
“How’re you doing?” he questions, his eyes trying to read mine.
“I’m shaken, but it’s nothing new.”
“He was on the porch the other night, wasn’t he? And he’s been at the school, too?” I don’t question how Leon knows these things. “I’m worried about your safety.”
My eyes fill with tears. “I’m safe with you.” I remind him of what he told me.
“Yes, you are,” he says, his smile more genuine as his fingers brush my hair around my ear. We stare at one another a minute.
“I’d never hurt you like that,” he assures me, and I believe him. “You’re one of the best people I’ve ever known,” Leon says, watching my eyes. “Pure. Fresh. I’ve never had that.” His finger draws down the side of my face. “Don’t ever let anyone make you think otherwise, not even me.” He licks his lower lips. “‘Doubt the stars are fire; doubt the sun doth move; doubt the truth to be a liar…’” His voice trails off, but I know the rest of this one—but never doubt I love.
“Shakespeare,” I whisper. Is he saying he loves me?

“That was deep,” he says, a nervous chuckle in his voice as his eyes shift to my throat where I swallow.
“That was real,” I retort. “And I’ve never felt more alive than I do when I’m with you,” I whisper, feeling this moment as really real and raw between us. “I don’t want to lose you.” 
It’s more than I should admit. His jaw clenches, and I realize I’ve said too much. His finger pauses a second and then returns to brushing over the side of my face, along my jaw, around my eyes, and down my nose. It’s like he’s physically sculpting me, and I’ve never felt so vulnerable or so worshipped. 
“Not going to try anything with you tonight. I just want to hold you and continue to make you feel safe.” My eyes close under the tender way he’s painting my cheeks with the tip of his finger. I want to be closer to him, want to be connected to him, but he’s probably right. I don’t want tonight to be the night, not with Trent as the cause.
Leon scoots closer to me, tucking me into his chest. His arm comes over my body, and his hand palms the back of my head, holding me to him. I inhale his skin—a hint of motor oil and spicy male. He smells so good. His scent is safety, and I settle in, easily falling asleep.
 
+ + + 
 
I wake to Leon sitting on the edge of my bed, dressed.
“What’s going on?” I say without even greeting him good morning. 
“Gotta work, pretty lady.” He smiles down at me like nothing happened last night. “What are you doing tonight?”
“I have to work security at the football game.” It’s Friday night, and football is a small-town favorite. Leon’s eyes roam my body, mostly under cover from the blankets on my bed.
“You? Security detail?” He chuckles.
“I earn extra money by doing it. I would most likely go to the games anyway since my niece is a cheerleader, but this way, I get paid to be there. It’s one hour of supervision, making sure there isn’t any drinking in the stands or making out under the bleachers or a fight between rivals.” In the five years I’ve done it, I’ve only caught three kids drinking. I turn a blind eye to innocent kissing and tell kids to move along. Thankfully, we’ve never had a true rumble, just the occasional name-calling and general good-natured rivalry. 
Leon nods. “Maybe we can hang out afterward?” he suggests. The way his eyes drift away from mine, he almost appears shy. Does he want to ask me out? Would he want to go on a date?
“Sure. I’d like that.” 
Slowly, he smiles and leans forward, kissing my temple. “See you later, baby.” 
I wish he’d kissed me, but I do have morning breath and finding him sitting on my bed wasn’t the worst way to start a day. In fact, it was kind of nice. 
Oh, who am I kidding? It was the best.
 
+ + + 
 
That night, I finally see Levi.
“Hey, ba…” I falter over calling him baby in front of his friends. He stops as I block his path. “Are you mad at me?” There’s a fine line between being Levi’s pal and once being his disciplinarian. I didn’t discipline him like Trent would have, but I still reinforced good habits like hygiene and homework over the years. Still, I don’t want him upset with me. I don’t want to lose Levi just because I’m divorcing Trent.
Levi crosses his arms, standing taller than I remember. He’s definitely going through a growth spurt.
“I’m not mad.” His tone tells me otherwise, and he kicks at the ground.
“I saw Trent.” 
This brings Levi’s attention back to me. His face expresses his surprise and concern. I hate that I see hope in his eyes as well. I’m never going back to his brother.
“What’d he say?”
“He used you against me. Told me how you missed me and wanted to see me.” I pause to let the information sink in. “You know you can still see me anytime you want. Call me anytime. I’m still here for you, Levi, even if I don’t live at the cabin.” I realize in some ways, it might seem like I’m a million miles away from him, but then again, Levi lived in the main house with his father. He didn’t live with us. Trent and I only took care of him most days. Robert was quick to remind Trent that Levi was his son, not Trent’s, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. Robert treated them both with the same apathy. 
Levi nods, but I’m certain he’s acknowledging what I’ve said. 
“My friends are waiting for me.” The brush-off feels cold, but I look over my shoulder to find three guys hanging back, waiting on him. 
“Okay.” I turn back to him. “Be safe tonight. Stay out of trouble.” 
Levi tips his chin and starts to walk around me, but I stop him with a hand on his forearm. “But if you get in trouble, you can always call me.” I stare earnestly into his eyes. He’s growing into a man, and I can’t decide if his aloofness this week is his way of establishing himself in the hierarchy of high school or if he’s truly trying to avoid me. 
“I love you, Levi.” 
His eyes blink rapidly, and he nods several times, licking his lips. “I gotta go.” 
“Okay, baby,” I whisper, releasing my hand from him, and he brushes past me. My heart breaks in a whole new way. 
As Levi walks away, I feel eyes on me. A cold chill ripples over my skin, and I scan the space closest to me. My eyes find Trent lurking near the base of the bleachers, leaning casually against the metal supports but watching me. He’d pushed off the bleacher base once Levi disappeared and has started walking in my direction. I shiver at his menacing gaze and spin on my heels, losing myself in the crowd of people near the concession stand. Knowing Trent is still around means I’m constantly checking over my shoulder, worried he’ll corner me.
When I’m almost done with my hour-long shift, I walk toward the school, fumbling with the Velcro on the highlighter-yellow vest I wear so people know I’m security. A familiar voice startles me.
“Officer, I’d like to be arrested.”
I burst into laughter as I look up. “It doesn’t work like that.” 
Leon smiles back at me. He’s wearing head-to-toe black—a black Carhartt jacket, a black shirt underneath, black jeans, and black motorcycle boots. He looks dark and menacing, but with that smile showing off his white teeth and a spark glinting in his lighter eyes, I know he’d never hurt me. I’m reminded of how he held me to his chest throughout the night, and my body heats as if it can feel him still pressed against me.
“I’d still like you to handcuff me,” Leon flirts, leaning toward me and dropping his voice. I haven’t given that kind of role-play much thought. The idea of being unable to control myself scares me, but somehow, I sense Leon would be gentle with me even if he was in charge. His teasing hints he’d be willing to let me dominate him.
“The gig doesn’t come with handcuffs. Only this lovely yellow vest.” 
Leon chuckles and reaches for the Velcro strap. I don’t know how he’s doing it, but I’m turned on as the first tear of Velcro releases the vest. As ridiculous as it sounds, it’s freaking sexy as hell when he tugs at each strap as if he’s ripping off my clothing. My breath hitches with each consecutive opening. His crooked smile tells me he knows what he’s doing to me. 
“Everything go okay tonight?” he questions once the vest hangs open. Images of my dress falling to the sides returns to me in a flash. Was it only yesterday? The way he touched me on my bed. The heel of his hand running over my skin. Fine prickles race up my chest, and my breasts tingle.
“All good. Just need to hand this in.” Leon tips his head, and he follows me to the school. It’s quiet inside the building where the only other people include another security person and the athletic department’s secretary, who takes the vest from me. It’s been an easy night. Typically, the evening turns into more socializing, waving at students, and greeting parents while trying to avoid the impromptu parent-teacher conference. After telling the secretary there were no issues, I let her know I’m going to give Leon a quick tour of the gym. At this time of night, all the lights are off except for a single spotlight on the center court emblem. The Tigers. Orange and black.
“Nice floor,” Leon remarks, taking in the newly restored hardwood. It gleams and standing in here under silence reminds me of my own years playing on this court. 
“Was your school like this?”
“I didn’t play for the high school. I played on the street,” he says, his voice in awe as he looks around the gymnasium. 
I look over at him and stare. “Is that why you like the outdoor court so much?”
He shrugs. His head lifts, and he glances at the ceiling where the hanging banners celebrate the accomplishments of the school’s various teams. We haven’t been the most winning school, but we’ve had our moments. I shared in a few of them, and my eyes drift to the year I played on the state championship team. 
“I was short for basketball. Knew I’d never play professionally and didn’t want to. I just loved the game. I coach a girls’ team at the middle school in the winter, hoping I can teach them the basics and get them to love the game as well. I think sports keep kids out of trouble.” The second I say it, I regret my words. Not that I don’t mean them, but I don’t want to imply Leon was trouble.
“Yeah, I think if I have been on a sports team instead of a gang, I might have taken a different path.” His voice falls quiet.
“I didn’t mean . . .” My voice fades as he glances over at me.
“Don’t ever apologize for what you had, Tricia. You’re a beautiful woman with a big heart, and it comes from how you grew up, not from how you didn’t. Don’t deny it.” He shakes his head like he has more to say, but he doesn’t, and we fall into an uncomfortable silence. Leon takes off his jacket and walks over to a ball cart someone must have forgotten to put away. Helping himself, he dribbles a few steps and then shoots a layup. When he misses, I razz him.
“Woman, come show me what you got,” he teases.
“Shirts and skin?” I question. 
“That’s how you play the game. You beat me, I get your skin. I win, you show me skin.”
I nod, processing what he said, and then I laugh. “That’s my skin either way.” His eyebrows wiggle, and he dribbles the ball from hand to hand. I’m wearing more sensible clothing tonight in skinny jeans, a school embroidered sweatshirt, and ankle booties. I shouldn’t be playing on the hardwood in the heeled shoes, but I give in, coming at him and stealing the ball. We shoot around, although with the amount of touching he does, it’s more like a full-court press against me, and I get fouled constantly. That is to say, he’s constantly touching me. Palm at my hip. Arm around the waist. When I take a jump shot and miss, I nearly slam into his chest when I land. He tugs me to him, just holding me against him. The ball slowly bounces off in the distance.
“You dance in this gym?” he questions, still pressing me to his body, and I nod. Every high school dance was held here.
“How about kissing in here?” I pretend to think about it, but I didn’t ever kiss anybody in the school gym. Eventually, I shake my head in answer to his question.
“No making out under the bleachers?” he teases, and I laugh. As I’m lowering my forehead to his chest, he picks me up by my waist and drags me under the wooden risers pulled out from the wall. Someone must have forgotten to push them in. After ducking under the edge of the bleachers, out of the line of sight from any door, Leon presses me back against the wall. He leans over me. The position is a classic high school move. A boy at his locker, arm pinned over her head, playing with the hair of the girl under him. We breathe heavily, looking at one another for a long minute before Leon lowers his face to mine and kisses my mouth. He’s slow at first just as he’s been each time. A tender tug, a soft brush, and then his tongue comes forward. I reach for him, hooking my fingers into the loops of his jeans, and pull him against me.
“What happens when the teacher gets caught making out under the bleachers?” Leon teases against my mouth.
“I’d probably lose my job, but you aren’t a student, so I think I’m safe. Sort of.” I’m joking but not completely. I might not lose my job, but it would be embarrassing to get caught, and it’d definitely be a strike on my record.
“You’re always safe with me,” Leon assures me, taking my mouth again, deeper this time. He lifts one of my wrists above my head, pinning me in place as his body rocks against me. He dips his knees, so we line up, and he drags himself upward, rubbing against me.
“Oh God,” I whimper because we aren’t close enough and making out isn’t all I want. He switches his grip on my wrists to his other hand and then he drags his fingers down my side. Along the underside of my arm. Along the side of my breast. Along my waist. His fingers curl into the waistband of my jeans and then slide to the center. He pops the button. 
“Let me in,” he whispers.
Here? Does he want to have sex with me here? I work here. I . . .
“Just let me touch,” he says against my mouth as his fingers undo my zipper and his palm flattens against my belly. His long fingers move lower, sweeping inside my panties and dipping between my legs. His middle finger finds the trigger spot, and then he dives into me. I cry out at the welcome intrusion, and Leon swallows the gasp with his mouth over mine.
“Quiet, baby,” he tells me, keeping his lips to mine while he smiles against them.
“Shirts and skin,” I whisper. My free hand tugs his shirt free of his jeans. My palm meets hot skin, and he hisses. Still working at my core, I unbuckle his belt, unbutton his jeans, and lower the zipper.
“You’re asking for trouble, teacher,” he warns, teasing me with his roughened voice. 
“How will you punish me?” I whisper against his mouth while my fingers find his seeping tip. He hisses again.
“After school detention,” he groans as my fist forms around his thick length, and I squeeze. He deepens the force of his fingers inside me. We both rock forward, meeting in the middle. His body presses at the back of his hand inside my pants. Then he rocks us in a dance, the motion imitating how he’d enter me. His finger mimics the move. In and out. Thrust and surge. I match him with a squeeze and tug. We move back and forth, the tension building as our tongues tangle, and our fingers stroke each other. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. He moves faster, adding a second finger and plunging upward. Mine jerks harder, palming him as tight as I can. 
“It’s gonna get messy,” Leon warns, his voice straining as we both move. His fingers at my wrist tighten and our hips clash until I stiffen, the rush too much. I hold and clench around his long digits inside me. Then he slams me back, his weight against me as he releases into my hand. His forehead rests on mine, and we both ride the soaring height and slowly come down from the high.
“Fuck, you are beautiful,” he whispers to me, pressing a kiss to my temple. Suddenly, we hear the clank of a metal door. Leon quickly removes his fingers, and I yank my hand from his pants. He uses the edge of his shirt to do a quick swipe of my hand before we each hastily fumble with our own jeans. Taking my hand and leading me to the edge of the bleachers, Leon peeks over the stands. He nods to the side exit door a few feet away as the bleachers begin to collapse. Whoever left them open has returned to close them, and Leon tugs me forward.
“Hey,” an Italian voice calls out. I recognize the late-shift janitor, but I duck my head, hoping he doesn’t see me. Leon pushes open the outside exit door and drags me down the side of the building. Once we are far enough along the side that we disappear into the shadow, he presses me into the brick wall and kisses me hard. His mouth crashes against mine, and my fingers curl against his short hair. His fingers dig into my sides as our tongues take from one another, and then I giggle.
“Holy shit,” I mutter when he breaks away from me.
“Bad teacher,” he mocks with laughter in his tone. I swat at him, only he covers my hand, brings my palm to his lips and kisses it. “But you’re so good.” His eyes lock with mine, and we both smile. I feel like a teenager, and I’m behaving like one as well. I’ve just rewritten my high school history as a horny adult.
“I need to get my jacket,” he mutters, bringing us both back to reality. “My keys and all my stuff are in the pockets.” 
I nod, realizing how close we were to getting caught and how real it might be if his jacket gets to the wrong person. “Let me handle this.”
Leading him around the building and back to the entrance, I re-enter with my key card and find the jacket on the table where people hand in lost and found items. The A.D. secretary is busy, so I slyly reach for the heavy coat and slip it off the table, feeling relieved that I’m free and clear of all discovery.
Leon waits for me just outside the school doors. I hold out his coat for him. He wraps it around me and tugs me to him as we walk to my car. Once there, he leans his back against the driver’s side door, tugging me between his long, spread legs.
“That was the craziest thing I’ve ever done,” I admit, toying with his T-shirt. 
“I’m the one who did it, so don’t feel guilty,” he teases me, knowing he started it, but we both finished. “Now, if you want to fuck me in the library, that would really be reckless and the craziest thing I’ve ever done.”
I swat at him. “Oh my God, you did not just say that.”
“I did.” He tips up an eyebrow and gives me a too brief kiss. 
“Another time,” I flirt, and he smiles.
“I like the idea of more time,” he says, his voice dropping as he speaks. He doesn’t look at me but reaches up to grab the edges of his jacket, tightening the two halves over my chest. “But I don’t want to be your rebound man.” 
The statement surprises me, reminding us both of what Trent called Leon.
“I don’t need promises from you because I know you’re in a holding pattern with the divorce. I just want you to know I’m here for you.” He pauses, and I sense he has more to say.
 “Trent didn’t know what he was saying.” Still, Leon’s words don’t sit well with me. I don’t want to bring up the big C-word—commitment—but it would be nice to have someone committed to me. Despite my ten-year marriage, I don’t really know what that’s like. Somewhere along the way, loyalty and dedication fell to the wayside. I’d like to feel the power behind the promise to love, honor, and obey. Not command. Not demand. Not hurt someone else.
“You’re not a rebound.” My lips twist into a slight scowl as I stare at the collar of Leon’s shirt. He’s promised to keep me safe, but maybe telling me he’s not asking for promises means he doesn’t want anything from me. We can fool around, but he doesn’t need anything in return. He doesn’t need commitment from me. 
I’m too emotionally raw and out of touch with the reality of dating to know how to respond. Silently, I make promises to myself. 
I promise you are not a rebound but a rebirth of my spirit.
I promise I’ll never hurt you if you hand me your heart.
I promise I’ll cherish your love if you let me in.
If he doesn’t want more than what we are right now, I can’t force anything. I can’t make him feel something deeper for me. I’m not that out of touch that I don’t know that some things are just casual. Friends with benefits. Roommates with benefits. The idea tastes bitter, but I don’t reveal my feelings to him. Opting to keep things light, I respond in kindness.
“Shirts and skin,” I tease without humor. Fun and games. Guess that’s all this is to him, which is too bad for me. I don’t want to play any more games when it comes to relationships.
 



Lesson 19
Commitment is more than a four-letter word.
 
[Tricia]
 
Despite what Leon said, I fall for him, heart and soul. And my traitorous body? Well, it just tumbles over and over again. Leon and I spend every night in my bed, exploring each other but not completing the deed. His touch is unlike any I’ve ever known. While he’s tender, he tortures, teasing out my pleasure repeatedly. I’ve never been so sexually satisfied, but it’s more than a fulfilling sensation. I’m happy in a way I didn’t think I’d ever be. Maybe roommates with benefits wasn’t a terrible thing. We don’t discuss the future. We just live in the moment, and for once, that moment isn’t filled with fear of saying the wrong word or responding the wrong way. Leon lets me be free to be me. 
Outside of bed, we fall into other routines. Work. School. Dinners with his sisters. When I read at night, Leon usually re-reads his favorite Shakespeare, but some nights, he draws in a sketchbook. I try to subtly lean over and sneak a glance in the book, but he always positions himself away from me or snaps it shut to keep me out.
“You’re a curious kitty,” he teases one night.
“I just want to know what you’re working on.” His face grows intense as he concentrates, and I want to see what keeps him so focused. “I’m not curious. I’m interested. I’m interested in all you do.” 
The comment stops his fingers mid-drawing, and his eyes lift from the page to me. 
“What do you mean?” he asks, still holding the pencil poised on the paper.
“I just want to know what you want. What do you see as your future? What are your dreams?”
He continues to stare at me as though the question is unclear, and therefore, there are no answers. He closes the book and I expect him to shut me out. While we’re shirts and skins in the sheets, we aren’t going deep. 
“You know how I work at Dixon’s . . .” he reminds me. “I’m a graphic artist. Not by trade or anything. I used to tag. Spray painting buildings.” He pauses to let that sink in. From what I know of it, I imagine him dangling off a building.
“Almost falling off an overpass bridge and seeing your young life flash before you will end that behavior. But I didn’t drop the art.” He shrugs. “I was given a sketchbook somewhere along the way, and I tagged on paper instead. I shrunk my medium from the side of a structure to a piece of paper.” 
“You could have died,” I quietly blurt, not liking to consider the risks this man has faced. He has a large tattoo on his back with an excessive scar over it, but we haven’t discussed it. “I don’t like to think about you in danger.” 
Leon tosses the book to my nightstand and shifts to face me. “I’m not in danger anymore.” His hand comes up to cup my jaw. 
“I don’t want anything to ever happen to you.” My fear is partially from my own fears. I don’t want Trent to redirect his anger at Leon. Not that Leon can’t hold his own, but I don’t want to bring that kind of drama to Leon. He’s had enough in his lifetime. I want him to feel safe with me.
“Nothing’s going to happen to me,” he tries to assure me. “What’s going on in that head, pretty lady?”
Am I enough for you? I don’t ask the question. “I don’t want Trent to get to you.” 
Leon scans my face. “Baby, he’s not going to get to me. You let me worry about Trent.” 
Trent still hasn’t signed the divorce papers, and as far as I know, he has no attorney. My lawyer is taking the next steps, citing Trent’s lack of cooperation.
“So you asked about my dreams,” Leon says, redirecting our conversation. “I’d like to get to where Dixon will hire me to do custom paint jobs.”
Trent is forgotten. “Leon, that’s amazing,” I say, my voice growing higher with my enthusiasm. “Have you spoken to him?”
Leon shakes his head. “Not yet. I want more time to prove myself. I want him to see I’m a hard worker before I spring on him what I really want.”
“Did you know Tom is good friends with Dixon?” He and my eldest brother are longtime friends. 
“Jess mentioned it, but I want to do this on my own.” His expression softens, and I read him. I know all about wanting to do something on your own. Something just for you. This house was my plan, only now I’m sharing it with Leon and his sisters. I don’t begrudge them. I’m happy he’s here, but we still haven’t tackled a single house project yet. 
“I understand,” I tell him because I do. “And someday, I hope all your dreams come true.” 
His mouth opens and shuts, and I’d give anything to know what he wanted to say, but he leans forward to kiss me, distracting me like he does, and my most immediate hope involves his hands on me.
The kiss turns into a heavy make-out moment of hungry lips and wandering fingers. He skims his fingertips gently over my face, pulling back on occasion to look at me, tracing the line of his fingertip along my jaw, over my chin, or down my nose. Then his mouth returns to mine. We continue like this until I lean over him and reach for the sketchbook.
“Are you trying to distract me to get my secrets?” he teases, and I hate to admit how close he is to the truth. I want to know everything about him. 
“Just one look.” I pout as I press my body over his chest, my mouth only inches from his. 
“Fine, you sneaky little kisser.” 
I giggle at the name while he turns to the nightstand and picks up the sketchbook. He still shields his work as he flips the pages and then pauses on one. He folds the book in a manner so I can only see the page he’ll show me. And then my breath catches.
I stare into eyes that match mine—eyes that are mine.
“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, almost reverently, as I admire his work. He’s made the dull brown-green look deep and rich with specks of gold, illuminating the colors in a way that makes the eyes replicate a forest with sunshine streaming through the thick leaves.
“You’re beautiful,” he says, his voice low while I rest lying over his middle. I turn my attention back to him, looking into his own eyes. I wish I were an artist, able to capture the silver inside his orbs, but I’d never do them justice. I’d never get the depth correct or the metallic tone bright enough. I have no words, and so I do what’s second best with my mouth. I kiss him. The book is closed and tossed to the nightstand without breaking our connection. In the following kisses, I almost feel the sunshine of his sketch.

 
+ + + 
 
Halloween draws near, and my brother and sister-in-law go all out for this holiday with their Halloween Smash. The annual party is so popular it has a name, and it’s gotten large enough in attendance they decided to move it to an old barn on the Scott property. Karyn, my sister-in-law, is the Scott in the family, and her youngest brother, Ethan, who is my age, loves to show off his culinary skills and prepare all the treats. It’s going to be the party of all parties, but Leon’s hesitant to attend.
“Why?” I ask.
“I’m not really the costume type, prancing my ass around in front of people I don’t know.” His voice sounds teasing, but there’s an undertone of seriousness. He doesn’t want to dress up and attend the party. 
“Fine, go as yourself.”
“What’s that?” His tone sharpens.
“Dress like a mechanic.” He can play a hot mechanic, and I want him to look under my hood.
“I don’t need to advertise I’m some uneducated fuckup working at a garage.”
My jaw drops in shock. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I question, growing irritated. I don’t see him like that, nor do I consider the guys at Dixon’s in such a manner. “You’re being kind of defensive.”
“What?” he snaps with an ineloquent snort. “Don’t tell me you don’t think I’m some dumb fuck because I don’t have a college degree.”
“Excuse me? I have never said that, nor do I feel that way,” I retort, agitated that he’s assuming I’m judging him when I’ve never judged him.
He gives me a look like, come on, but I feel like he’s projecting his own insecurity onto me, and I don’t know how to respond to his concerns. 
“How are you going to introduce me to your friends?” Admittedly, we’ve only been to the Tavern once a week and sit with my family. We haven’t been more public together because of my impending marital status.
“How do you want to be introduced?” I snap, crossing my arms as we glare at one another in my kitchen. I hold my breath for some reason, afraid of his answer.
“Well, I can’t be your boyfriend because . . .” The rest of his comment rests on his tongue. Because you aren’t divorced yet. Leon isn’t wrong. Trent’s been avoiding it, and it’s wearing on me. I didn’t realize it was bothering Leon.
“Do you think I still want to be married to him?” I snap, hating how Trent is still ruling my life, still ruining parts of it. Am I going to lose Leon because this is taking too long?
“No,” Leon huffs out, scratching at the back of his neck. 
“What’s going on then?” I question. This argument feels like it’s all over the place. 
“I just don’t want you to be ashamed of me. I’m an ex-con with no money and taking care of my two sisters. I’m working as a mechanic because I don’t have any other skills at thirty-fucking-five.” 
In my humble opinion, working on cars takes skill, and after what Leon told me about his desire to paint and his graffiti, I’d love to suggest he go to art school to hone his creative skills. However, it’s a sensitive topic, so I’ve steered clear of the suggestion. Just as I used to keep away from confrontational subjects with Trent because he never went to college, either. He stayed home to raise Levi. He works as a hunting guide. I was the breadwinner. 
“I’m not ashamed of you,” I retort, reaching out to reassure him. Shame is the last thing I feel about him or us, but Leon holds up his hand, warning me not to touch him. “Are you so ashamed of yourself?” I soften my voice, thinking we could talk about this like rational adults. “Let me help you. Or better yet, do something yourself. Talk to Dixon.”
He ignores my suggestion, turning his face away from me, but demands, “What are you doing with me, Tricia?”
I stare at him, surprised by the question. I’m falling in love with him is what I’m doing, but I can’t tell him that. At this moment, love seems like the furthest thing he feels for me.
“I like being with you.”
“Sexually?” he asks, twisting his attention back to me and speaking as if he’s clarifying our status. My heart cracks in half. The pain rips through my chest like nothing I’ve felt before.
“It’s more than sex for me,” I whisper, feeling small and uncertain. Is that all it’s been for him? We haven’t even had sex yet. I love his touch and his kisses, his caresses and his tongue, but it’s all more than that. I like spending time with him. I like coming home and finding him here. I like being with his sisters as though we’re a family. 
He avoids looking at me as we stand at an impasse, and I sense impending doom. He hasn’t responded to my comment about it being more for me, and the thin thread keeping my frustration in check snaps.
“Fine. Don’t come.” I feel like he’s just looking for an excuse not to attend. For me, it’s difficult to attend public events. I need to stay on my best behavior as a local schoolteacher at community functions. However, this is my family’s event, and I want to go to the party. I want him to go with me, but I’ll attend alone if I must. The next words just pop out. “Trent never went, either.”
It’s a low blow but the truth. My ex-husband didn’t like these kinds of gatherings, mainly because he didn’t like my family. You’re all so nice, he mocked as if it was wrong to be a good person. I’m tired of being put down for having an open mind and a generous heart. Screw this.
“Maybe you’re the one who doesn’t want to be seen with me.” We’ve been playing house, keeping our relationship private. We don’t do public displays of affection in front of the girls, but there’s been no disguising Leon’s in my room every night. I’m not certain how the girls feel about our relationship. Maybe I need to re-evaluate my behavior in my own home as well as my public image.
“That is just—” Leon stares at me, cutting off the rest of his thoughts. His hands clench into fists at his sides, and I note the action. He’s typically cautious of such actions, conscious of my reaction, but he’s angry—really angry—and instead of finishing his sentence, he gives me one final glare before shaking his head and turning on his heels to exit the kitchen. I’m left wondering what just happened—and if we are over.
 
+ + + 
 
I decide to attend the party without Leon. After our argument, he left the house. I heard his motorcycle rev from the driveway, and he disappeared into the night, returning sometime after midnight. He didn’t come to my bed when he returned.
Lena found me in the kitchen after our fight.
“Are you okay?” Lena asked, finding me silently crying. I swiftly swiped at the tears on my cheek.
“I’m fine.” I’ve said the words too often in my life. 
“I heard you fighting. He’s being an ass.” 
I gave her a weak smile, not wishing to confirm her opinion of her brother. I didn’t understand what happened. 
“He really likes you,” she said, lowering her voice like she’d speak to a teen friend about a boy crushing on a girl. I nodded, biting back the sob threatening to escape. I don’t want her to see how hurt I was. I don’t understand my feelings myself. I only knew I felt strongly for him, and I’d thought, perhaps mistakenly, that Leon felt the same way about me.
Lena stepped closer to me as I fidgeted with the sink. I really wanted to replace the entire kitchen sooner rather than later.
“Men suck,” she said, offering me her worldly seventeen-year-old advice.
“They can,” I whispered. “But not all of them do.” Her brother is a good man. He’s rough around the edges, but I know he can be smoothed. I feel it when he touches me, when he kisses me. I see it in the way he cares about his sisters.
“He’ll be back,” she assured me, but that wasn’t my fear. 
My fear was he’d return and tell me it’s over. He didn’t want to be in my bed. He didn’t want to keep discovering each other. He’s ready to drop the girl who is still married and find someone better suited to him. Despite what he said and despite our differences, it’s more than his education or experience. Maybe I’m too boring for him. I’m domesticated, playing family and dreaming of a home. Maybe he doesn’t want those things.
These thoughts haunt me through two restless nights without much sleep, but by the day of the party, I just need to go. I want to see my family. Lena and Lys go with me as my dates. Lena tells me she’s some teen sensation I’ve not heard of. Her costume doesn’t look much different from her everyday outfits of ripped jeans and short shirts, but I don’t mention it. Lys looks like a baseball fan wearing her father’s old Cubs jersey and a baseball cap. The sadness on her face at the mention of her father quickly dissipates. We still haven’t heard anything about their detainment. I can only hope her parents return soon. 
I allow Lena to drive as I plan to drink, but I’ll be acting responsibly before the community. I’m dressed as Esmeralda from The Hunchback of Notre Dame. It’s a bit of a risqué costume for me, but I wear it with pride. It’s a little short on my long legs and a little low cut for my small breasts, but I don’t have a reason to hide my skin. The truth of my former circumstances remains etched on my soul but no longer shows on my body. The hurt is buried deep inside me where no one can see the scars.
And tonight, I refuse to think about Trent. I’d also like to dismiss thoughts of Leon. I just want to enjoy myself.
When we arrive at the party, it’s in full swing with loud country music and enough orange and black decorations to make Jack Skeleton jealous. Hay bales fill the corners of the old barn, and food tables covered in creative treats are scattered here and there. We see Levi as soon as we enter, and I notice Lys blush when he waves at me. He hasn’t spoken to me much since that football game two weeks ago, and I miss him. 
“You got a crush on my Levi?” I whisper to Lys, and her blush deepens. 
“How do you know him?” she asks.
“He’s Trent’s younger brother, and I practically raised him. Want me to ask him to come over here?”
Lys turns on me. “No.” Panic and fear fill her big eyes as she adamantly shakes her head. I chuckle despite her refusal.
“Okay, girlie. Your secret is safe with me.” Lord knows she’s keeping the secret about her brother and me. I don’t have any idea what she thinks of us together. It’s something to be asked but not tonight.
My niece, Meghan, who’s also a freshman, comes up to Lys shortly after we see Levi. Meghan is quieter than her senior sister, Madison, much like how Lena and Lys are different. I’m pleased when I hear my niece ask Lys to come join a group of girls hanging out in the corner. 
Lena disappeared almost as soon as we entered the party.
There’s a makeshift bar along the back wall under the watchful eye of Jess, Tom, and Ethan Scott. Ethan and I grew up together, making us friends by default because of our older siblings. Their other brother Gavin was Jess’s best friend when they were kids, and then obviously Karyn married Tom. I haven’t seen Ethan in a while. He was working at The Elk Resort off the highway toward Traverse City, but I’d heard he’d lost his job. I don’t know what he’s been doing, but he’s always been closer to my sister, Pam, than to me. Ethan had a crush on her, or at least he did as a kid. Now, he just plays it up, poking Pam for a reaction, which he never gets. My sister is a tough nut to crack despite her easygoing, all-American look, but I also think she’s in love with some mystery man. 
As I saunter up to the bar and hang in the shadows, I chat with Emily, Jess’s girl, who is fast becoming one of my favorite people. 
“Hey,” Emily greets me. “How are you doing?” I’ve become close with my brother’s girlfriend. She knows that Trent hasn’t signed the divorce papers, and my lawyer is taking the actions necessary to file without his consent.
“I’m good, but I’d be better if Trent would just sign the damn papers,” I grumble. 
“I totally understand,” Emily says, but I don’t think she does. She doesn’t know the truth. No one in my family does, and that’s the way I want to keep it. I didn’t want them to know what he’d done to me. I just want to divorce him and forget I’d ever married him. Of course, I can’t really forget those years with Trent. I can only hope I’ve learned, grown, and moved on. In many ways, I have. I finally wised up and moved out. Then I met Leon, and I’ve grown by learning how to accept what it means to have a man give himself to me. Well, at least, giving me his body and his attention. I’d like his love, but I’m content with things as they are. I can’t ask him for more while I’m still stuck because of Trent. 
If I completely dismiss my time with Trent, I’d have to ignore that I truly care about his younger brother, who I again see across the barn. He’s turning into such a nice-looking young man, and I can only hope his insides remain as beautiful as his outside. Trent can be influential over his younger brother. Levi has been caught between hate and hero worship toward his brother, and it’s a dangerous combination.
 “I love your costume, by the way,” Emily states, interrupting my thoughts. She’s dressed like Sandy from Grease to match Jess’s look as Danny Zuko. He really doesn’t look much different from his everyday appearance. Karyn and Tom thought it would be fun to have a couple’s contest—famous couples—and it’s another reminder I’m alone. I’d miss Trent, but I just don’t. Instead, I wish Leon was here. 
With thoughts of him, I’m ready to leave even though it’s only been an hour. I haven’t seen Lena since we arrived, but I don’t worry about her. However, I rode here in her Jeep. Emily offers to take me home, and Karyn tells me she can get Lys home later somehow. The collection of girls Lys hangs with are having fun together, and I don’t want to make her leave early just because I’m suddenly a party pooper. 
I’m setting my beer down in the recycling bin, turning my back to the crowd, when an arm circles me.
“Step outside with me.” 
I freeze. There is no way I’m going anywhere with Trent, and I spin in his arms despite his hold. He’s dressed head to toe in his normal attire, clad in militia-style gear even though he’s never been in the military. He hunts animals, not people, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t gun-happy or have the ability to stalk someone. 
“I was just about to leave,” I tell him, pushing against his chest with both hands. He backs me into the wall.
“Then we can walk out together.”
“I don’t think so,” I say, still struggling within the circle of his arms. His fingers dig into my side, and I know what will come next. He’s going to pinch me to keep me in place, only I won’t let him. I hack at his elbow with a karate chop I learned watching a self-defense video. His hold on me breaks, and I push at him with enough force to allow me to slide away from the wall. As I step left, I smack into something hard, solid, upright, and covered in black.
Trent grabs my upper arm again, but I clutch at the vision before me. A soft T-shirt curls under my fingers as I lift my head to see a set of strings tying a cape around a masculine neck. A mask covers his eyes and a black hat with a wide, flat rim rests on his head, but I’d recognize him anywhere.
“Pretty lady, are in you need of some assistance?” he questions, deepening his accent, and I’d laugh if I wasn’t so stunned.
Leon is dressed as Zorro.
“I’m sorry I’m late,” he says, his voice softening.
“She was just leaving,” Trent interjects, but Leon’s arm is already wrapped around my waist, tugging me to him.
“Release her,” Leon growls, glancing at Trent. 
“Or what? Are you threatening me?” Trent hisses, stepping closer. “Lay a finger on me and it will send you right back behind bars where you belong.” Trent makes a monkey noise to emphasize his point.
My neck cranes, looking up at Leon with my hands still curled into his shirt. Is this true? If he touches Trent, could he be sent back to jail? Is it that easy? And how does Trent know Leon was in jail?
Trent shoves Leon’s shoulder. “Man, do not do this,” Leon warns, his body tightening. His hold on me stiffens. I slip as best I can between them, with my back to Trent and my front to Leon. Leon’s arm lifts as if he wants to shove Trent back. Instead, he holds it outward with his palm up, warning Trent to step back.
“Come on,” Trent hisses, reaching around me again to push at Leon’s shoulder. Leon stumbles back, taking me with him as we seem to cling to one another.
“Trent, get out of here,” I hiss. My head moves from one side of Leon’s body to the other to see Jess and Tom approaching. When I return my focus to Leon, still keeping my body between the men as best I can, Trent pushes at Leon one more time. Leon reacts by swiping out his hand, catching Trent’s wrist and twisting it behind his back while moving me to his side. 
“Walk away,” Leon hisses, tugging Trent’s arm higher. 
Trent struggles with a strained scoff and says, “Are you watching this?” He calls out to the people closest to us when Tom and Jess approach. 
“We’re watching, and out you go,” Jess says when his powerful hands grab one of Trent’s biceps, and Tom grabs the other. Leon releases Trent, and my brothers cart him to the door.
“He touched me. He should be arrested. Someone call the sheriff!” Trent yells over his shoulder. I’m so embarrassed by this scene that I tuck my head into Leon’s chest. His arm remains around my back, pulling me tighter into him. I can’t get close enough. My fingers claw at his shirt. 
“I won’t let them take you,” I say, knowing I’d have no choice if the authorities came for him. My voice strains, panic catching up to me. “Nothing is going to happen to you.” I rise up on my toes and circle my arms around his neck. His other arm wraps around me, and he finally relaxes against me.
“I’m okay, baby,” he whispers. He tugs me a little tighter. “I’m okay.”
“You came?” I question because he didn’t want to attend the party. Leon draws back, only enough to peer down at me.
“I never said I wouldn’t. I just said I didn’t want to.” He pauses, lowering his head but his hat brim taps my head. “Thought my girl might want to dance, and I don’t want her dancing with anybody else.”
“I’m so sorry for the other night. I don’t want to fight.” I’m not even certain what we were fighting over, but he was clearly upset.
“Pretty lady, that was all me.” Leon sighs and squeezes me. “You’re too good for me. I don’t want to ever do anything that makes you . . . uncomfortable with me, with where I’ve been and who I am.” 
“Don’t say that.” My eyes latch onto his, but he quickly looks away. I reach for his chin, forcing his attention back to me. “Leon, why would you say such a thing?”
I don’t want to fight again, but I want to understand.
“Tricia, you’re a smart, educated woman with a great job, a good family, and a plan. You’re . . . perfect.” His compliment is flattering, but it’s also not true.
“I’m not perfect. I’ve made huge mistakes.” I scoff. My soon-to-be ex-husband is example number one. “Did you not see that man just dragged out of here?”
“I can’t even defend your honor without it being a risk.” Leon wearily gazes down at me, hinting how he couldn’t fight Trent. 
“Let me worry about my honor. You just stay out of trouble,” I tease, but there’s genuine concern behind my joke. “Could you really go to jail for a fight?”
“Conditions of release. No trouble.” Leon squeezes me against him again and playfully adds, “But from the moment I met you, Tricia Carter, you’ve been nothing but trouble.”
My shoulders fall a bit. “I don’t want to be trouble for you. I don’t want to be a risk.” This is a real fear. Will my connection to Trent be an issue for Leon? How long will he hold out for my divorce? How long will Leon deal with this Trent drama?
“You’re worth every risk, baby. Now, let’s stop talking about that asshat while you’re in my arms. Dance with me, Esméralda.” 
I slowly smile with pleasure that he recognizes my costume, and while Esmeralda and Zorro don’t classically go together, we do make a striking couple.
“Zorro, huh?”
“Latino lover at your service.”
“He was also a hero,” I remind him.
“He was an outlaw,” Leon snorts, leading me to the dance floor.
“A hero-outlaw then, and I like his kind of trouble.” 
Leon stops, spins to face me, and cups my cheek. “See? I don’t deserve you,” he whispers.
“Yes, you do, because I feel like I deserve you.” I believe this. I went without love for too long in my own marriage and I deserve whatever this is with Leon. Roommates with benefits? Casual sex between friends? I won’t question it. I’m going to soak up everything it’s doing for me—restoring my faith in love, rejuvenating my body, and feeding my soul.
“So come dance with me, my Esmeralda.” He winks.
“Unfortunately, unlike her, I don’t really know how to dance,” I whisper, hesitating on a sudden sense of embarrassing myself in front of him with my lack of rhythm.
“Oh baby, you let me lead,” he hums, and I guess I don’t have a problem with that. I’m following his lead already, and so far, I’m enjoying the dance.
 



Lesson 20
The Day of the Dead celebrates life.
 
[Leon]
 
I don’t know why she thinks she can’t dance because she falls into line with me easily, following my lead as my leg slips between hers, and I guide her around the floor. We’re taking up more floor space than necessary, but I want to really dance with her, which means hip to hip and spinning her out to tug her back to press chest to chest with me. I don’t recognize the sexy, sultry country song, but I like the beat because it’s perfect for moving her the way I want. When the song ends, people actually clap for us, but Tricia doesn’t notice. Her eyes are locked on mine. She’s breathless.
“Why were you late?” she questions, although I don’t think that’s what’s made her lose her breath. I pull her to me as another song starts, and I keep us close, swaying side to side instead of whipping around the dance floor.
“I was talking to Dixon.”
Those forest-like eyes look up at me, anticipation in them, and I want to give her answers. “I told him about my drawings, leaving off the part about how I had experience, of course, and I asked him if he’d ever consider me for custom paint jobs.”
“Leon!” she shrieks. “That’s wonderful.” Her enthusiasm is catchy, and I smile despite myself.
“It isn’t a promise of a better job.” I shrug, dismissing the opportunity.
“But it’s a chance at something you love. You don’t know what will happen, but Dixon will love your designs.”
“How do you know?” I’ve only shown her the one sketch.
“I have faith in you.” 
Jesus, I didn’t expect that, and I didn’t expect the wind to be knocked out of me at her words, either.
“You okay?” she asks as my palm sweats, and I hold her tighter to me. I want her closer to me. I want us to really connect like two bodies can connect.
“I . . . yeah, I just think . . . I need some air.” That isn’t what I need. What I need is to be inside her, laid deep. I want her to feel me, to feel how I feel about her. I wasn’t lying when I said she’s perfect.
“Let’s go outside.” She releases my hand but slips her arm around my waist, and I tuck her into me, leading her to a side door in the barn. It’s an interesting place for a party. I can’t say I’ve ever been to a barn dance. Hell, if my best friend, AJ, could see me now, he’d laugh his ass off, but I don’t think I’ve ever been happier. A beautiful woman under my arm. A community that’s slowly welcoming me. A gorgeous fall night outside.
In the darkness of the parking area, Tricia spins to face me and leaps. I catch her under her thighs as her mouth crashes into mine, devouring me. My hat falls back.
I chuckle against her eager lips. “What’s this, baby?”
“I need you.” The dazed look in her eyes hints at what she wants. 
“Here?” I tease. 
“At the house,” she whispers, her mouth returning to mine for a long, hungry kiss. I can’t take it. I’m just as desperate for her within seconds.
“Okay, baby. We’ll get there.” 
Damn, I’ve never seen a woman so starved for me. Not in a lusty way but with honest desire in her eyes. The brown is almost eclipsed by green, and she licks her lips like she wants to taste me. We’ve done that, mouths exploring each other, but we haven’t crossed the line to sex. I’ve been the one holding off, worried once I enter her, I’ll never want to give her up. We’ve both been holding back a bit. I don’t know her reasons, but I know mine. It will hurt too much to let her go once she realizes I’m just some schmuck who doesn’t have his life pulled together. 
I lower her to the ground and pick up my hat. Holding her hand, I lead her to my bike.
“How you feel about a ride? It’s going to be cold on those bare thighs, but I promise to get us home quick.”
“I haven’t been on one in a long time,” she tells me. I want to know more about her time on some bike but not tonight. “As long as you aren’t too quick once we’re home.”
Home. I like the sound of that, and she often calls her house by the name. Her home is my home. She’s my home, and I don’t ever want to leave. Then I catch her joke.
“Oh baby, don’t you worry. I’ll be taking all the time necessary to please you.” She stumbles next to my bike, and I chuckle. I straddle my ride and hold out a hand to help her climb on behind me. 
“Here,” I say, removing my cape, as it’s dangerous on the bike. “Wrap this around you a bit but make sure it isn’t flapping anywhere.” I feel her squirming and shifting behind me, and I’m all kinds of turned on at the thought of her moving and wriggling when she is pressed against my front. As she cuddles up to my back and wraps her arms around my chest, the strangest sensation comes over me. 
I love this woman. 
And I’m going to make love to her tonight. 
When we arrive back at her place, she trembles as she gets off my bike, but the dazed look of desire in her eyes has heightened. Did she like my ride vibrating between her thighs? Will she like what we do next? Taking her hand, I lead her inside, passing all the lights left on in the living room for Lena and Lys, and head directly up the stairs to Tricia’s room. Before the door shuts at my back, she’s on me again. Up she goes, legs around my hips, arms at my neck, and I walk her to the bed. Our mouths don’t meet. We just stare at one another with hunger in our eyes. 
I drop her to the mattress and follow her, leaning over her body and looking down at it. The swell of her breasts nearly pops out of her costume. The hike of her skirt is already up to her hips. The rise of her chest heightens in her eagerness for me to touch her. I fall over Tricia again, my arms forming two pillars on either side of her.
“You were wrong about yourself,” she whispers, startling me as she gazes up at me. “You’re perfection.” I snort, and her hand cups my jaw. “You’re dedicated to your sisters. You want a better life, and you’re working to achieve that on your own terms. And you’re good for me.”
I want to be perfect for her. 
“You’re so beautiful,” I say instead, my voice catching on the truth. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, both inside and out. Slowly, she smiles, and I remember when I walked into the Tavern, when her eyes looked up and she smiled at me from across the room. She’s so easy to read in some ways. She wants me, and I want to truly deserve her.
“‘Foreswear it sight, for I ne’er saw such beauty till this night.’”
“Are you real?” she questions, her voice quiet. 
“This is real,” I say, and she whispers my name in that way that sets my heart humming. My fingers lift and curl into the low collar of her costume, sharply tugging it downward to reveal one breast.
“Uh,” she grunts, arching her back, inviting me to take her into my mouth, which I eagerly do. She’s small, so the swell easily fits in my mouth where I suck and lap, swirling my tongue around the pointed tip and then sipping at the peaked nipple before releasing it. I roughly pull down the other side of her neckline, revealing another succulent breast, and take it inside my hungry mouth. Her back arches, and her fingertips scrape over my head. 
Releasing her, I stand and remove my shirt. I want her hands on my skin. The way she caresses me reverently, it’s as if she’s memorizing each muscle . . . I love it.
I love this woman.
We may never fit in reality. She’s still tied up with that dickhead, and I have my sisters, but it isn’t going to stop me from joining us the only way two people can. 
I toss up the skirt of her dress, which doesn’t have far to go because it’s so short, and I tug her panties off. 
“I want you to leave these heels on,” I say, letting my palms linger over her shins and feel the strappy laces up her legs. “I’m going to leave the whole costume on when I take you, Esmeralda.”
She smiles as I roll my tongue on the name. My girl is into role-playing.
Lowering to my knees, I long to do other things with my tongue, and the first is to taste her, to prime her for what’s going to be very real between us. I want her to feel how special she is to me while letting our bodies do all the talking.
“Pretty lady, you’re already wet,” I tease, stroking my fingers over her damp folds before leaning forward for a lick.
“You . . . really know . . . how to dance.” I love how her breath hitches with each swipe over her clit, and then I rush forward, swirling my tongue around her before dipping in. I meant what I once said to her. She’s so pure, so fresh. I’m stealing her innocence. I know she’s been wrecked before, but not like this—not under my fingers, under my tongue, under my attention. 
With her fingers scratching over my head, she’s close, and I want this one before I take another with my dick deep inside her. Calling out my name on a soft purr, she curls upward, holding my face between her thighs. I stand when she settles, but I can tell she’s still on the edge, and I want another orgasm from her. I quickly unbuckle my belt and tug it free from the loops, then shove my loose jeans to my hips. I don’t need them off. Not yet. 
“Zorro wants to take the lady.”
She giggles until my mouth covers hers, forcing her to taste herself on my lips. My fingers slip into her, telling her more is coming. I pull back and remember we need one more thing. Standing to my full height, I tug the packet from my back pocket, then sheath myself before I return to her entrance.
“That’s important, isn’t it?” she questions, and I don’t know what she means, but I’m not about to get into a discussion about protection. I want inside her.
I press forward, breaching her, and then I can’t hold back.
“Tricia,” I warn, feeling her take me in. She’s so warm, so tight. Unable to stop myself, I thrust forward, slamming to her depths and filling her until I can’t get deeper. Her breath rushes out, and I still, taking a breath myself. The intensity of her gaze. The squeeze of her thighs. Her hands reach for my ass, holding me in place. It’s never felt like this, and I’ll never be the same after her.
“We’re going to dance,” I tell her, and I slowly pull back. 
“I’ll follow you anywhere,” she whispers, and I chuckle. She can’t mean it. She means following my lead to dance.
“That what got you so hot?”
“Everything about you makes me hot,” she says. “Your smile. Your eyes. That laugh.”
I laugh, not knowing what she means, and her mouth curls into a smile in response. Damn, do I love her. Her fingertips clutch at my ass as I draw back and then surge forward. Forward and back. Her hips move with mine, greedy to follow me until her breaths start stuttering, and I know she’s close again.
“Let me have it,” I demand, and she shakes her head. 
“I never . . . It never . . .”
“It’s gonna happen again. You feel it. Let me have it.” Let me have your heart. I dip my head closer to hers. “On me. Around me.” Make me yours, I want to say, but I clamp my lips. I’m already giving too much, asking too much of her, and then she squeezes, clenching around me, holding herself as close as she can to me. My name is a strangled cry of pleasure as she gives in. Her release triggers mine, and I jet off like I haven’t in years—three plus years.
As we finish, I collapse on her for a second, and her arms circle higher on me, wrapping around my back, fingers tracing over the tattoo and scar tissue she knows is there but hasn’t ever asked about. Blanketing her, I listen for her breathing and wonder if I’m crushing her, but she continues to hold me on top of her. 
Does she want me as close as I want her? Can I keep someone so good? Her fingertips drawing over the puckered scar on my back tells me I shouldn’t even ask these questions. I shouldn’t wonder if a woman as decent as the one under me could ever love me.
Slowly, I press upward and pull out of her. “I’ll get you something,” I say, needing a minute to wrap my head around the emotions pinballing inside me. 
When I return to the room, Tricia’s already removed her costume and seeing her naked body sitting on the edge of the bed has me instantly hard again. Her eyes hold mine as I cross the room, and she reaches out for my chest. 
She’s a new Esmeralda. Her eyes match the green gem the character is named after, and she’s enticing me toward her like the tempting treasure she is.
“Again,” she whispers, and I realize I can’t deny her when I should. Before I break us both.
 
+ + + 
 
Tricia falls asleep against me after round two, which was more a rushed rutting with her on her back and then me on mine. She sat astride me and took me like Victor Hugo’s Esmeralda—a sultry temptress with moves. I can’t seem to get enough of her. This woman knows what she wants from my body, and I’m willing to let her use me for it. We might not be right for each other, but my body isn’t getting the memo. My heart isn’t either and thumps once we finish. It wants to keep her while an unsettling sensation fills my belly, and as the night wears on, I can’t sleep.
With Tricia curled into me, I realize I never heard Lys or Lena return home. My attention was definitely not on the front door, but it’s after midnight, so I decide to check on them. The second I see Lena’s empty bed, I turn and find Lys under her covers, tucked in like a child despite being so close to womanhood. My heart races as I cross the room, focused on the emptiness of the surface of Lena’s nightstand. I forcefully tug open a drawer, knowing before I look inside what I’ll find.
Nothing. 
I step over to the closet and open the double doors, finding empty hangers and a clear spot among the other hanging clothes.
“Lys,” I hiss at my sleeping sister, falling to my knees beside her bed. “Lys, where is Lena?”
Lys is slow to rouse until I turn on another light and shake her more vigorously. 
“Lys, where is Lena?” I don’t even try to remain quiet, raising my voice with each word. Slowly, Lys turns, eyes staring at me before glancing up at the ceiling. She blinks, searching for her bearings in the middle of the night.
“Lys, hermana, tell me where Lena is.” My voice fills with panic as I somehow know the truth before she speaks.
“I promised not to tell until tomorrow.” My youngest sister’s voice is rough with sleep. Her eyes struggle to stay open.
“It is tomorrow,” I groan, closing my eyes as my skin turns cold.
“She went home.”
“Where?” I question, although the answer should be clear.
“She went to Chicago.”
I’m on my feet before she finishes, heading to my own room in time to see Tricia standing at her bedroom door dressed in a robe.
“What’s wrong?”
“Lena left,” I grumble once inside my own room.
“Where’d she go?” Tricia’s voice is closer, but I don’t look up.
“She went back home,” I groan, rushing around my room for jeans and a fresh tee. I shove items into a bag, though I have no idea what I’m grabbing. Passing Tricia, I step into her room and grab my phone, keys, and wallet from her nightstand.
“Leon, slow down,” Tricia pleads, but I ignore her, brushing past her again to the hallway.
“Lys, get dressed,” I growl, re-entering her room.
“What are you doing?” Tricia’s voice rises in concern as she stands in the doorway.
“I’m going after her. Lys, get up,” I demand as my sister stares at me, still in her bed. Her hair stands up. Her face remains dazed.
“Leon, let her sleep. I’ll go with you.”
“I can’t leave Lys.” My voice roughens while it cracks. My parents never asked a thing of me, yet I’d disappointed them over and over again. The gang. The prison time. I just wanted to avenge my brother’s death. I wanted blood for what was taken from me, from them. I promised to protect my sisters when they came to me, and I can’t believe I’ve lost one. What was I doing that I didn’t see she was planning this escape? She warned me when she arrived that as soon as she turned eighteen, she’d be gone. That day has arrived. As it’s after midnight, today is her birthday.
“Lys, hurry up!” I shout after stepping out of her room and tramping rapidly down the stairs. Tricia follows me.
“Leon, take a breath. We should call the police. Maybe she isn’t far. Maybe she didn’t go all the way home.”
It’s a six-hour trip. Lena had plenty of time once I arrived at that damn party. 
“I need to go.” I turn on Tricia and call out again for Lys.
“Let her stay. You’ll be back once you find her.”
My eyes drop to the beautiful, frightened woman before me. She has no idea who I am or what I’ve come from. I have no idea what will happen when I find my sister. This is the fight Lena and I have been building toward. And if I don’t find her . . . I don’t want to say it, but the truth hits me. I won’t be back. 
If I don’t find Lena, I’ll be right back where I was over eighteen years ago—out for vengeance. Only this time, I’ll only have myself to blame. I’ve lost my sister. I don’t want to divide my siblings. I can’t leave one behind while I search for the other, but Lys will be safer here. I’ll move faster without her.
“Fine,” I grumble. “I’ll send for Lys later.”
“I can go with you,” Tricia repeats, her voice dropping. I should kiss her goodbye. I should pull her to me and hold her one more time. But I know if I tug her to me, I’ll never want to let her go, and I must. 
Why can’t my life ever be easy? Why can’t I live without trouble just once?
“No,” I snap, steeling myself against the plea in those damn green-brown eyes. I’m not going to blame her. This is not her fault. It’s mine. I’ve been distracted and self-involved, and I didn’t pay attention. “I don’t need your help.”
Tricia flinches at my tone and the sharpness of my words. I don’t have time to soothe her sensitive spirit. 
Hours later, as I’m driving down the road, I remind myself that I’m the last person Tricia needs to heal her wounded heart. Too bad she was starting to heal mine.
 



Lesson 21
Truth is a hard lesson.
 
[Tricia]
 
It’s forty-eight hours before Lys gets a call. Not me. It’s the end of the school day, and Lys and I are just walking into the house. It’s been a rough day of trying to concentrate when my thoughts are on the other side of Lake Michigan.
“Lena!” Lys cries into the phone with excitement, recognizing the number, and then she listens while someone speaks. Her shoulders fall, and she starts to cry. I want to believe this is the good news we’ve been waiting for, but Lys’s sobs don’t reassure me. 
Yesterday, I told Jess and Emily everything, hating to admit Leon ran off to Chicago. My brother tried to call Leon to offer his help. The situation is so similar to what happened with Jess’s ex-wife and I know it hit too close to home for him, but I had to tell someone. I’m ready to explode. Of course, Leon never answered Jess. 
I don’t need your help. His sharp tone rips through me again as does the memory of how those gray eyes glared at me like it was my fault his sister was missing. I’d really thought we were going somewhere, moving forward. How could I have been so wrong about him? Was I falling down the same rabbit hole again?
As Lys falls forward, crying too hard to speak, I reach for the phone and hold it up to my ear. 
“Hello,” I whisper, almost afraid of who I’ll hear on the line.
“Tricia.” Lena sobs through the line, and I can’t hear a thing she’s saying. 
“Lena, where are you? What happened?”
All I catch through the hysterical cries is something about him not wanting her and how she’s all alone. I don’t know what any of this means.
“Lena, did you know Leon is there? He’s in Chicago trying to find you. He’s worried about you.”
“He’s going to kill me,” she chokes out between sobs. “He’s going to kill him.”
“Who, honey? Who?” My heart leaps to my throat, and I can’t catch my breath. I haven’t felt like this since . . . and I don’t ever want to feel that way again.
“Leon. When he finds out, he’s going to be so pissed.” Lena cries harder and then almost laughs, a bitter, frightening maniacal laugh. “Pissed? That’s not even the word. He’ll kill us both.”
“Oh my God, Lena, you’re scaring me. Nobody is going to kill anyone. Just call Leon.” He hasn’t returned any of my text messages, but maybe he’ll answer his sister. His phone isn’t modern. It’s more old-school, a kind of pay-as-you-go thing, and it had never occurred to me before that maybe he did that on purpose. He didn’t want his name on my lease. He paid cash for everything. He was set up so he could disappear.
I feel nauseous.
“Lena, listen to me. Text Leon. Trust me. He cares about you. He loves you. You’re his sister. He won’t hurt you.”
“This . . .” Lena gasps around another sob. “This will break him.” Her voice goes eerily quiet, and I hold my breath, waiting on more.
“Lena,” I command. “Tell me what happened.”
“I’m pregnant.” She blubbers through the line, and I race for the toilet, still holding Lys’s phone. No, God, no. Collapsing to my knees, I have nothing to dispel, but my body lurches and heaves. My hand falls to my belly as my own tears fall, remembering.
A baby.
Trent didn’t want the baby.
“Lena,” I groan. “Listen to me. Get to Leon. He’s going to protect you. He’ll help you.”
“He’ll hate me,” she says between another gulping sob.
“He won’t. Why would you say that?” I plead, concerned she believes her brother won’t help and concerned her brother might actually be furious beyond calming.
“I’m the filler child, did you know that, Tricia? They had me to replace Israel. They wanted me to fix them, and this . . . this will crush my parents. There’s a reason I was born on the Day of the Dead. I was their angel. His angel.” November 1. She left on her birthday, when she turned eighteen.
She cries again, and my heart rips in half. It isn’t true—it just can’t be. No parent can predict the exact date of a birth, but the coincidence chills me.
“Honey, that can’t be true.”
“It is!” she yells. 
“Who’s the father, Lena? Tell me.” Was it someone from here? How far along is she? Is it a kid I know? I’ll kill him myself, although I don’t mean it. “Lena.”
“His name is Hector Ortiz. He’s from here.”
Lys’s words return to me. She doesn’t have a boy. He’s a man.
“Who is he, honey? You can tell me,” I whisper, uncertainty riddling me before I even hear her answer. 
“He . . . he . . . he killed our brother.”
Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God. She’s right. Leon will never forgive her. “Lena, come back. Come back to Elk Lake City.” Come back to me, I want to yell. “I’ll protect you. I’ll keep you safe.” Just don’t hurt the baby.
“I can’t. I don’t have any money,” she cries harder, and I feel so helpless. Leon won’t answer my calls. Lena is stranded somewhere, and most importantly, she’s pregnant with a baby from a man who had no business being near her.
“Where are you now?” I question, hoping she’ll at least give me that.
“At a park.” She tells me the name. It’s at least six hours to Chicago from upper Michigan.
“Is there somewhere you can go for the night? A friend? Your old apartment?” I question because she can’t stay at the park. 
“I’m scared, Tricia. What am I going to do?” The sobs start in earnest again, and my heart breaks.
“Lena, I’m going to come to you.” Damn Leon and his damn stubbornness to refuse help. “I’ll get to you somehow.” I wish I could see her through the phone. I wish I could hold her and reassure her. I’ll help you. 
 
+ + +
 
After Lena promises me she’ll stay with a friend for the night, I’m frantically tossing stuff in a bag, uncertain how long I’ll be gone. I call the sub line for school and report my absence for the next day. I’ll explain myself later. For the time being, I have an emergency sub plan in place for my classes. I can call Jenna from the road and get her assistance to set up the next few days if I need them.
I leave it up to Lys whether she wants to travel with me or not. I’m torn between needing her help to navigate and wanting to keep her out of this part of her own family’s drama. I give her the option of my mother coming to stay at the house. In the month that they’ve lived with me, my mother has met the Ramirez family but only during a handful of brief visits. I lean toward my mother staying with Lys so as not to disrupt school for her. School is the distraction she needs right now. Thankfully, Lys opts for my mom. As soon as I hang up with her, Emily calls me, and I quickly explain what’s happened.
“I’ll go with you,” Emily says, and though I argue and refuse her suggestions, she argues just as earnestly in return. She can be darn pushy when she wants to be, and I finally acquiesce, appreciating the support. I should have opened up more often to others. I should have reached out before things got to the point they had with Trent. I’m terrible about asking for help, just like Leon is.
We leave within the hour. Jess wasn’t happy about our arrangement, but Emily told me to let her worry about Jess. She knows how to handle him. 
For a few hours, we listen to music, chat animatedly about Jess and Emily’s engagement, and keep things as light as we can, pretending we aren’t on the mission we are on. The navigation system helps me find a hotel we’ll spend the night in, but I’m restless once we arrive near Chicago. I text Lena to let her know where we are, and she tells me the name of a coffee shop where we can meet her in the morning.
“What am I doing?” I whisper to Emily late at night in the hotel room.
“Fighting for what you want?” Emily suggests.
“What if I read him all wrong, just like I misread Trent?”
Emily shifts and balances herself on her elbows on her bed. “Do you think you did?”
“I don’t know anymore.” I thought Leon was interested in me just as I was interested in him. I wasn’t asking him to love me the way I love him. I just wanted time. Time to heal and adjust. Time to soak up what we had and celebrate moving on. I didn’t ask for commitment. I wouldn’t pressure him. 
“Do you think Leon is like Trent?”
“God no.” The answer comes quickly. Leon’s rough. He’s loud and stubborn, but he’s never frightened me in a physical manner. I don’t feel threatened by him as I felt from Trent. With Trent, the signs were there, but I’d ignored them. Am I ignoring them again? I’m falling into a pattern of finding a dangerous man and then falling for him. This time, I need to be smarter than that.
“What are you thinking?” Emily asks.
I glance over at her in the darkened room as tears fill my eyes. “I think we’re over.” Fun and games. Shirts and skin. Now, we’re done. “I can’t have a man walk out on me like this and give me the cold shoulder when all I want is to . . .” to love him. “. . . to help him.”
“I totally understand. Those strong, stubborn, moody types are such a pain in the ass.” Emily’s voice is teasing because she relates. She’s engaged to my grumpy brother.
“From an outsider’s perspective, I think Leon’s just gotten wrapped up in his fear for his sister, and that pushed you to second place.”
“I get that, but he could have still answered a call or sent me a text letting me know he’s okay.” 
“It seems simple enough, doesn’t it? But some men just react and think later,” she huffs. The truth of this is too familiar and doesn’t make it acceptable behavior. I want his reaction to be to come toward me, not push me away.
“What do I do?” I whisper into the quiet dark room.
“My nana was the one who dispensed advice the best. I’m definitely not her, but I’d think in this situation she’d say to take things one step at a time. We need to find Lena first and assure her safety. We can figure out the rest after that.”
I agree, though it doesn’t bring me comfort.
“Try to sleep,” Emily suggests. She’s such a great friend and a good woman for my brother. She’s also great with my niece, and I’m so happy for Katie and Jess to have her in their lives.
“You too,” I whisper, knowing if sleep finds me it will be a miracle.
 
+ + + 
 
The coffee shop is on a busy street. The neighborhood behind it is filled with cookie-cutter homes no more than a foot apart. The front lawns are less than a postage stamp, and every house is a drab brown brick. It’s nothing I’ve seen before. Thankfully, Emily knows where we are, and I can’t help but feel nervous in the unfamiliar neighborhood. We park down a tight side street and walk to the corner coffeehouse.
We’re ready to enter the place when I hear my name called and turn to see Lena walking down the sidewalk. I quickly retrace my steps down the walk and pull Lena into a hug when she nears me. Her tough outer shell prevents her from being an affectionate girl typically, so I’m surprised when she hugs me in return. She pulls back, the tears continuing to stream down her cheeks, and I witness a broken girl. She looks beaten and worn. She had plans—graduation and college—and though she still can, her journey will be a bumpy road. 
“Let’s go inside,” I tell her as the blustery November air whirls around us. I wrap an arm around her and lead her inside.
Once we settle in seats at a table for four, Lena speaks.
“Leon found me last night.” 
Emily and I remain quiet, and I ignore the hammering in my chest. Is Leon here? Is he nearby?
“I told him everything, and he lost it when he found out about Hector. I mean, he went berserk.” Her hands motion by the side of her head like his head exploded, and I don’t think that’s hyperbole on her part.
I fear for Leon. His thoughts. What he intends to do . . . but I know nothing about him and his way of life. I know he loves his bike and basketball. He memorized Shakespeare. He loves to draw. He works on cars. His hands on me were the most incredible thing I’d ever felt, but I live with my demons, and I can’t measure his. 
“What will you do with the baby?” I question.
“I don’t want an abortion.”
My coffee turns sour in my stomach with the thought. It’s her right if she had decided in favor of one, but I’m relieved she’s decided against it.
“Will you keep it?” 
“I think I should give the baby up for adoption. My parents wouldn’t need to know. Leon found out they aren’t coming back anytime soon. They’ve been deported.”
Good Lord, could this family catch a break?
“I’m so sorry, Lena,” I say, reaching for her, but her hands remain under the table. “What will you do next?”
“I can’t go back to Elk Lake City. It’s just not for me. I want to stay here.” I understand, but I don’t see how an eighteen-year-old child can stay in this city. Pregnant. Alone.
“So you saw Hector.” I swallow around the name, sick again that this child got mixed up in adult games and slept with someone almost double her age. The same someone who killed a brother she never knew. 
“He denies it’s his. He doesn’t want anything to do with me.” Lena’s voice saddens with the defeat of a kid in a grown-up world. “I was so stupid.”
I sense Emily bite her tongue as I do. How do you tell a girl you agree when you also wish to show sympathy?
Taking a deep breath, I keep my eyes on her when I speak.
“I know how you feel. I’ve been stupid in the past. I thought I loved a man, and he hurt me.”
“Leon?” Lena questions. Her brows lift in concern, and I smile weakly, shaking my head. Her brother is a different kind of hurt, but not one she needs to know yet.
“My husband hurt me. Physically.” 
Emily’s hand comes to my forearm, but I don’t look up at her. My eyes lower to the table before me. “See, when I was a girl, I wanted to hang with the boys. Girls were sissies and only worried about makeup and such. That wasn’t me. I played sports, and I was competitive. I had my guy pals, and I liked them. But when I grew older, the girl in me wanted to be seen as a woman, and one guy eventually noticed me—or so I thought. He liked me, and I married him.” I sigh with the memories, recalling we were just two awkward twentysomethings. He was a horny, immature man, and I mistook his physical attraction for love. 
“It was subtle things at first. An insult disguised in a joke. He was kidding, but it hurt. Then a firm grab of my arm or a twist of my wrist. A pinch to my waist or a slap of my thigh. He treated me like I was one of the guys because I hung with them so much, and I wanted to belong. I wanted a home.”
Lena stares at me.
“But it wasn’t right, and even though I knew all the signs, Lena, I still stayed. He didn’t mean it. He loved me. Those were the first lies I told myself after he said them to me. When I finally accepted it wasn’t right, what he was doing to me, I didn’t know how to get out. How had I been so stupid? I was a smart woman. I knew better. I’d never get myself into that kind of relationship, yet there I was. I mean, this is the kind of stuff that you curse at other women about. You shake your head and say, ‘I’d leave him with the first slap.’ But would you? Would you really when the man you think you love apologizes and swears he loves you back?”
A tear falls from Lena’s eye, and I realize my own are clouded.
“I was embarrassed.” I look over at Emily, who watches me with concern and compassion written on her face. “I knew better. I should have left after the first touch, and I didn’t.”
Emily nods as if she understands, and I turn back to the child who’s officially a woman before me.
“I wanted a baby,” I admit. “For some silly reason, I thought having a family would help. More absurd thoughts from an intelligent woman.” I shake my head, admonishing myself.
Lena stares at me, another tear falling.
“A baby would be the answer, right? I’d show him we could be a family. Only, he didn’t want kids. He resented raising Levi, his younger brother, but I figured a child of his own would be different.” My own eyes prickle, and I swallow the lump in my throat. 
“Trent conceded the idea after my dad died, and I think he did it just to shut me up.” When my father suddenly passed, my interest in a child seemed to double. I was thirty at that point, and Trent and I had been married eight years. My dad knew I wanted to be a mom more than anything else. He died without knowing the grandchildren I hadn’t given him. “When I got pregnant, Trent wasn’t happy.”
“Oh my God,” Emily gasps, her fingers tightening on my forearm. 
“It was only a push, but I fell and landed funny. The baby should have been protected. Everything I read said the baby was safe deep inside me, but something happened.”
I turn to Emily with tears I don’t feel falling from my eyes.
“That’s when I knew. That’s when I finally wised up. I left the hospital after losing the baby and went straight to my mother’s house.”
“When was this?” Emily asks softly.
“The beginning of June.”
“That was only five months ago,” she reminds me.
“And I was almost ten weeks along when it happened.” I’d have been having a baby in a few months if it had all worked out. “It wasn’t meant to be,” I add, repeating the words my mother had offered. She’d held my hand and encouraged me to believe that the baby wasn’t meant to be because it tied me to Trent, and I needed to get out. 
“I’m so sorry,” Emily says beside me. “I didn’t know.”
“No one except my mother does,” I say, turning back to Lena. “Because smart girls don’t get into these situations, right? It’s the hashtag ‘me too’ era, and we know better, yet it still happens. We think we’re in love. We think ‘he’ll change for me.’ We think, he accepts me. Even when we see the signs and know all the stories of how it isn’t true for other women, it’s not going to happen to us. We’re too smart for this. Those are the lies we tell ourselves when we’re blinded because we want something so badly.” 
So badly, I let my husband hurt me in hopes of getting that baby.
Lena’s tears freely fall, as do mine, and I’m certain the people at the next table wonder what the hell is happening at ours.
“Lena, I want you to do a few things for me,” I say, wiping the tears from my cheeks. “I want you to know this was not your fault. If you loved him, you made decisions with that love. Whatever his motive, whatever his thought process, that’s on him, not you. Learn the lessons I didn’t. Take care of you first. Accept help when it’s offered. Or hell, even ask for it.”
She stares at me, disbelief in her eyes. I had that same look myself. I was too afraid to tell others what happened to me and too embarrassed to ask for help to get me out of the situation with Trent.
“I want you to finish high school and apply to college. Promise me you’ll still go to college. Apply for scholarships or get loans. Do whatever it takes.” I reach for her hands again, and she lifts hers to mine. I squeeze her hands, remembering the pride in her voice when she’d said she would be the first in her family to attend a university. I don’t want her to lose that dream.
“I trust you to make the right decision for you, and I want you to trust me. I’m just a phone call away for anything you need.”
I’m still holding Lena’s hands while she faces me when I hear heavy boot steps behind me, and Lena’s eyes widen. Her expression hardens. His voice hits me like a sucker punch.
“Lena, what’s wrong? Why are you . . .?” His voice fades, but I don’t look up. I release his sister’s hands and slide my own under the table. 
“Leon.” Emily states his name with disapproval.
“Emily?” Her name cracks in his throat. “Tricia?” I close my eyes, hoping they hide my tears. Fingers come to my chin, but I flinch away from his touch, looking up and spearing him with my glare.
“Don’t touch me,” I whisper, and his eyes widen in surprise. Those beautiful silver eyes express confusion, then shift to concern and eventually close off.
“What are you doing here?” He ignores the tears dried on my cheeks. My mascara must be a mess of streaks, but I don’t care. It’s time to leave. 
“We were just finished,” I say, reaching for my purse and pushing back my seat, forcing Leon to step aside. I stand, and Lena follows my lead. 
Leon reaches out for my arm, stopping my retreat, and I peer down at his fingers on my arm. “Just tell me what you’re doing here.”
My chest rises and falls in exaggerated, heavy breaths. I need air.
“I’ll pay for our drinks,” Emily says softly, and I tug my arm from Leon’s grasp. 
“You’re wrong, Tricia.” Lena looks from her brother to me. “Men are the stupid ones. So stupid.” She glares at her brother.
“You—” Leon turns on his sister. “How did you get here?”
“I drove,” she admits, crossing her arms in defiance. He gives her a smirk, and she glares back at him. “Fix this.” Lena points back and forth between Leon and me, directing her demand at him. “Be smart for once.”
Leon doesn’t respond, and Lena steps closer to me, wrapping me in a hug me in the middle of the coffee shop. “Don’t let him go,” she whispers before pulling away. Too quickly, she’s pushing her way through the exit, and both Leon and I call her name. I turn to him, narrowing my eyes in disappointment, and then follow his sister outside. Once outside, I see Lena’s quickly made it down the sidewalk, and I call out her name again. She doesn’t turn but picks up her pace, running the remaining distance down the sidewalk to her old Jeep.
My arms flail out to my side and slap down on my thighs. Now what?
“Tricia?” Leon’s voice behind me begs me to turn to him, and I close my eyes, praying for strength. Slowly, I spin to face him. I glare at pewter eyes that lit my world and then burned it to the ground. I steady myself against the pain ripping me apart. “I’m—”
“Don’t say sorry,” I snap, surprised at the sharpness of my own voice. “Men always say sorry without truly apologizing.”
His head hangs, and he scrubs at the back of his neck. “It’s not what you think.”
“What I think? You don’t know what I think. What I know is one moment we’re making love, and the next, you’re racing out of my house.” His head snaps up, and more tears streak down my face. Dammit, I don’t want to cry. He steps closer to me, but I step back, holding up a hand.
“You shut me out,” I tell him. Days of no calls, no texts. “It was all a lie, wasn’t it? Just shirts and skin.” The words are bitter on my lips. “You’re a lie I told myself while hoping you were true,” I say, speaking more to myself than to him. I’m a damn fool. 
“No, baby. It is real,” Leon says. He takes another step forward, but I take another step back.
“Not real enough, I guess. A real man doesn’t run away like that. He reaches out for the help offered. He welcomes the support. He holds true to the person who’s been there the most.” With the little I know of Leon Ramirez’s history, I’m certain I’ve been present for him more than others have. I refuse to believe I’m not good enough for him.
“You told me you didn’t need promises, Leon. But I do. I promised myself.” I promised myself I wouldn’t be stupid again.
“What promises did you make?” he questions, his eyes filled with a pain I can’t accept. I don’t know what to think of the man before me. Is that remorse? Is that regret? 
“No,” I snap. “I’m done opening myself up and getting stomped on instead.”
“Don’t say that. That’s not what happened,” he says, his tone turning more defensive.
“Right now, I’m not certain what happened between us.” It’s true, and it hurts to admit. 
“It was real, Tricia. It’s the realest thing to happen to me. Don’t walk away.”
“Me?” I shriek. “You walked away, Leon. You left, not me.”
“I don’t want to lose you. I’ve just got a lot of shit going on.” 
I scoff at his statement. I understand where he’s coming from. I have a crazy, not-yet-ex-husband still wreaking havoc on my life. 
“Nobody has it perfect, Leon.”
He huffs back at me, and I’m just done. I hold up a hand, eyes flaming as I speak to him. “You know where I live, Leon. Good luck with your shit.” It’s acidic and almost spiteful, but the stab to my chest is so painful I can’t breathe. Without a second thought, I turn and give him my back, just as he gave his to me.
 



Lesson 22
Be true to only you.
 
[Leon]
 
“Revenge . . .” my best friend, AJ, says to me as I stand in his pawn shop. It’s been days since Tricia stood on the sidewalk only blocks from my parents’ apartment, and I’d had a surreal moment of disbelief. She’d been here, standing before me, a woman broken by me but still fierce in spirit. And she hates me. “It’s sweet, but what does it really get you in the end?”
When I returned to Chicago, the first person I called was Alejandro. He’s short and squat with deep, dark eyes and straight black hair that spikes all over his head because of the short cut. He was my brother from another, and we’d been tight our entire lives. It killed me to walk away from him, but three years in the clink separates friends. Still, I’d needed him when I returned, and I knew he’d have my back. I’d been on the hunt for my sister.
When she told me what happened, my hunt turned to Hector.
Eighteen years ago, Hector Ortiz killed my brother, and I’ve hated him with a passion that burned my insides until I went to prison. 
When I got out, I wanted peace.
Now that things with Lena have happened, I’ve propelled back eighteen years without much heart and with a whole different perspective. I can’t go through this again. Hatred consumes. It burns. It ruins. I’d been given a second chance at life, only my vision has fogged once more.
Was the second chance to avenge Israel and seek revenge for Lena? Or was my second chance the love shown to me by a good woman?
Lena was a little girl playing in the big boys’ lot, and she’d gotten burned. She hadn’t understood how the charm of her developing figure led the devil himself to her. I don’t think Lena ever knew just how bad he was. She didn’t know Israel. He was a ghost haunting our parents, and my sister has no connection to him. It’s like finding out your mother’s cousin two times removed has passed away, and you’re like, eh, that’s sad. They’re family, but you don’t feel anything for the loss.
Myself? I can’t get over the loss.
And now my sister is pregnant. There’s a new life blooming inside her, tethering the killer of my brother to my little sister. I feel sick. 
Plus, we finally got a call from my parents. Deported. They aren’t coming back.
How is my life just one mess after another?
“Is it worth the risk? Do you want to go back to jail? For what? Did you like you there so much?” AJ teases, but his tone is serious as he stands behind a glass counter in his shop. He’s done well for himself. It’s not something I’d want, but I’m not certain what I want anymore.
Visions of green-brown eyes filter through my thoughts. Cool skin. Soft sheets. A willing body.
God, she hates me, and I can’t even say her anger isn’t justified. I didn’t mean to disappear. I just focused on Lena. Being here messed with my head.
“Will it bring back Israel?” AJ interjects. I straighten from the case I’ve been leaning against and glare at my oldest friend. “Will it help Lena and the baby?” His dark eyes search my face. “A baby, man.”
My friend is a little too happy about my sister’s pregnancy. I don’t recall him ever liking little kids, but things change. People change. He has three of his own.
“You can see that baby as a gift. Hector took a life, and then he gave one back.” 
I reach for AJ, yanking him over his counter by his stupid plaid shirt. “That is not how it works.”
AJ laughs. His hand circles my wrist, and he tugs himself free from my grip. “Fuck you, man. You know what I mean.”
I don’t.
There is no comparison. My brother is dead. My sister is pregnant by his killer.
“We were kids,” AJ says as if that explains everything. Hector had been doing what he was told just as I’d done what was asked of me. I’d jumped in at seventeen. At thirty-one, I’d been ready to get out. Stealing cars got old. Roughing people up drained me. I’d been on my last assignment when I got caught. 
Eighteen long years, and I just wanted a new life.
“Heard about the piece outside the coffee shop. Was that her?”
“Don’t you talk about her,” I snap, ready to reach for him again.
I look around the pawn shop. Grimy windows. Shelves piled with stuff. Carpet that gives the place a musty scent. I don’t know what I’m doing here. AJ and I no longer have anything in common. He has an old lady and three little mouths to feed. He runs a business, and he’s out. He’s been out for a long time.
He watches me, his lips slowly curling into a smile as though he knows something I don’t. “You found a good woman, right? She’s everything clean and good.” Under the influence of too much tequila the other night, I’d told AJ I met someone but let her slip away. “You had it, man, so why do you want to give that up?” He holds my gaze. “It won’t bring him back. Let her fill the void.”
My chest feels like a rocket shot through me. I gasp for air at his words. Nothing will fill the hole of my brother’s passing. He’d been my best friend. I was supposed to look out for him. He died in my arms. 
I feel like it’s all happening again. I’m responsible for my sister. She’s pregnant by a killer.
“I’ll always feel hunted,” I tell him. My senses have heightened since returning here. My parents’ apartment—well, the one they used to have—isn’t where it all happened. Considering the back rent was due for several months, the eviction notice on the door of the first place I went to look for Lena wasn’t a surprise. However, I’m not far enough from the front steps where their son was shot dead.
“He was caught in the crossfire,” AJ reminds me, and while I know it might have been, I’ll also never know for certain. Israel was close to getting mixed up. I’d been in trouble, but I wasn’t on the brink like him. Then he’d died, and I took his place. “And you aren’t a target. You served your time. You got out. You’re branded.”
AJ knows about the mark. He wears his own. Branded for life. Always one of them, but now an exile.
“They know I’m back?” I question. I’ve been asking around, seeking out that weasel Hector. AJ shrugs.
“And they’ll forget you when you leave. Make a life somewhere else.” AJ stares at me, dispensing his advice while he still lives within miles of where we grew up. Where he caused all his trouble. He lives a happily ever after here, but he knows I’m not happy to be back.
“You should come with me,” I offer weakly.
“And give all this up?” He holds out his hands, waving around the dirty shop stacked with junk and reeking of mold.
My nose twitches—pure, clean, fresh—this place is not it.
“This is my city,” he interjects, pride in his voice. “I like the noise, the lights, the busyness.” His eyes follow a woman walking around his store, and I realize some things never change completely. You can take a man off the market, but he’s still going to check out the goods.
“What do I do about my sister?”
“Leave her here.” AJ chuckles as if it’s that easy.
“She’s only eighteen.” 
He cocks his head at me. “Leon, at eighteen, what the hell were you doing?”
“That’s exactly why I want to protect her.” I was living off the street. Doing drugs. Getting drunk. Stealing shit to prove my worth. I don’t want that for my sister. She has plans—college.
“Want her to stay with me?” AJ offers.
I stare at my oldest friend. “I can’t ask that of you. You already have three kids. What would Theresa say?” His wife is a hot piece in her own right, and I don’t know what AJ did to score her, but he’s a lucky man, and she’s dedicated to him.
“Theresa might love it. Lena could help a bit with the kids, and when her time comes, we can help her place the baby.” 
Lena’s already told me she plans to give the baby up for adoption. I don’t know how she’ll part with her own kid, but she’s also still a kid herself. It’s such a tough decision. 
“Then she’ll go to college like she wants,” AJ interjects. 
Yeah. That’s what I want for her, too.
We stand in silence a second while I consider his offer. It’s a lot to ask of my friend.
“I promised her I’d keep her safe,” I mutter, watching the woman walk out of AJ’s shop and feeling nothing while looking at her. I promised all my girls—Lena, Lys, and Tricia. Jesus, how is Lys? I didn’t even get the chance to ask, but I texted her as soon as Tricia walked away from me. I’m a terrible brother. I’m a terrible man. Tricia hates me, but no more than I hate myself. 
“How you keeping her safe by being here?” AJ interrupts again.
“I should stay with my sister,” I tell him, sounding more resolved than I feel. If Lena won’t go back, I should stay with her and bring Lys here. I can try to give them some normalcy now that my parents are permanently gone. 
“Not Lena. Your girl. How are you keeping her safe?” AJ smirks, shaking his head.
“Staying away from her.” I shrug. Leaning back on his glass countertop, I notice something sparkling inside the case. I’d never buy a woman a secondhand ring. When I get to that place, if I ever get there, my woman will have nothing but the best I can afford.
“Shit, a woman don’t want safety from afar. She wants a man at her back, in her bed. She wants him standing before her, shielding her heart.”
I stare up at my friend, brows pinching together.
“She wants you holding her hand and her heart,” AJ adds.
“When did you become such a fucking romantic?” I chuckle, still wondering who this man is and what he has done with the cavalier AJ, who slept with anything that had two legs and a nice ass.
He shrugs. “Eh. I’m not.” He lowers his head, chewing at his lip a second, fighting off a smile. We stand in silence. My eyes focus back on the ring under the glass. 
“She wants a baby someday,” I whisper, recalling the look in Tricia’s eyes when she said she wanted kids but how her husband had never promised her them. Fucking idiot.
“And maybe she’ll have one, one day. Along with another man in her bed, keeping her back warm and her heart held. Yeah, man, that’s what I’d want for the woman I love. Another man to fuck her and give her a family.”
“You’re a dick,” I say, standing taller and bracing my hands on the counter.
“And you’re a fool.”
“The fool doth think he is wise, but a wise man knows himself to be a fool.” AJ has no idea, but my Shakespeare agrees.
“To thine self be true, or some shit like that,” AJ spouts, and I almost fall over. “You do what you gotta do, Leon, but I’d want a warm, willing woman in my bed, not another bunkmate under me. What do you want?” He knocks his knuckles on the counter between us and excuses himself to help a customer near his register.
I stare after him with one thought in my head. I want Tricia.
Which was immediately followed by a second thought. Damn, I hate when Shakespeare is right.
 
+ + + 
 
“Lena, you’re gonna have to talk to me some time,” I holler at the bathroom door of the cheap ass motel room I’m renting while I’m here in Chicago. I hate it here. Hate this room. Hate this situation.
When I found my sister at her friend’s house, it wasn’t a pretty scene. I scrub at my face as I recall losing my temper over the way she left and then losing my shit at her admission.
Hector Ortiz. 
I went ballistic and for good reason, but after everything settled in, I wanted someone to talk to, and that someone was Tricia. Only, I’d walked out and hadn’t called her for days. I recognize the error of my ways now. What I don’t know was how to rectify things. How do you call the woman you love and ask her to help you understand your life when she basically hates you? 
I rented this room once I’d arrived in town, and the time is approaching two weeks. Dixon was pissed that I skipped out when he was ready to give me a chance to show off my work. Tricia’s pissed I tore out her heart. And my sister is pissed because I won’t leave her alone. 
For days, I’ve been reprimanding her.
How could she? And with Hector? At only seventeen?
She has reminded me I’m the pot calling the kettle black, and I pulled the it’s-different-for-boys card. Wrong thing to say. I’m finding I’m doing that often lately.
I sit on the edge of the nasty blanket over the lumpy double bed and stare at the bathroom door. 
“Lena,” I call out to her again. “Just tell me what you want to do.” 
What does she want? What does she want me to do? I’m pretty certain her response would be she wants me to go to hell. I hang my head, covering my face with my hands as my elbows lean on my knees. 
“You know, that’s the first time you’ve asked me that?” 
My head pops up, and I find my sister leaning against the doorjamb. With her tough exterior, she could be just another saucy-mouthed girl on the block, hanging with the wrong crowd and doing the wrong man. But she’s smart, and I don’t want her on the street like me.
“So answer the question,” I suggest, keeping my elbows on my knees and clasping my fingers together. 
“I want to go to college. I want to do what kids my age do, not be a mother. Not yet.”
I sit up straighter. “Okay.” She’s already mentioned adoption. It would crush Mami if she ever found out, but Lena and I both agree it might be best for her if our parents don’t know the truth. Maybe in time but not now. Of course, we’ll have to swear Lys to secrecy as well. “What do we do?”
“What we, Leon?”
I point between us. “You and me. How do we go about this adoption thing? And how do you still graduate from high school?”
Lena stares at me. “I can’t go back.” Her voice drops as does her head.
“You need to finish high school, Lena. I’ll stay with you.”
Her head pops up. “I plan to finish school. I mean I can’t go back to Elk Lake City. And I can’t ask you to stay.”
“You’re my sister, Magdalena.”
“And you’re my brother, Leon.” Her sassiness retorts, but there’s something deeper to her snark. “I don’t want you to give her up.”
I stare at my sister. “Le—”
She raises a hand to stop me. “You love her, right?”
I swallow back the truth, not ready to tell my kid sister how strongly I feel about Tricia.
“All I wanted was for him to love me,” she whispers. I do not want to hear this, and something in my expression must tell her to stop. If she kept the baby, I’d never be able to look at it without thinking about the father and what he’s done to my family. 
“You should go back,” she tells me. For the first time, she’s not screaming it at me but keeping her voice calm.
“Lena, I’m not leaving you here alone.”
“You told me what AJ said, and I think I should take him up on his offer. If he really meant it, I could live with him and Theresa while I finish school and then register for college. I’ll go back to Lane. I’ll get a job once the baby is . . . born and then find a place of my own.” 
Shit. That just sounds so hard, but I remember my own determination at eighteen. I also remember getting hooked up with the wrong people to help me survive. At least with AJ, my sister is with someone we both trust. His wife, Theresa, might be good for Lena. They checked in on my family while I was in prison.
“That’s what you really want?” I question.
“It’s what I want now, Leon, and that’s all that matters.” Sadness fills her voice. My sister and I are not warm and fuzzy with each other, but we aren’t that dissimilar either. The small sound of her voice and the lowering of her head remind me she’s just a kid. She might think she’s all woman at eighteen, but she isn’t. I rise from the edge of the bed and walk up to her. Opening my arms, I encourage my sister to step into my embrace. For the first time in years, I hug her tightly.
“I didn’t want to do wrong by you, hermanita. I’m sorry I failed.”
“You didn’t fail me, Leon. I just don’t want you to fail yourself. You deserve more. You deserve her.” Her words are muttered into my chest, and I marvel at the loyalty my sister has toward a woman we didn’t even know months ago. Then I think about myself and how much I want to give to the same woman, if she’ll take me back. If she’ll give me a second chance.
 
 



Lesson 23
Sometimes you can feel too much.
 
[Tricia]
 
The day after I returned from Chicago, I had a visitor.
“Levi?” He sheepishly looks up at me when I opened the front door to my home. I’d only missed two days of work as Emily and I returned shortly after seeing Lena. Knowing that Leon had found his sister, Emily thought it best we leave it up to the siblings to work things out. There was no hint from Lena she wanted to return to Elk Lake City, and I felt a bit like I’d wasted my time driving all the way to Chicago.
“You okay?” Levi asks, and I step back, inviting him inside with my body language. However, I also peer around him.
“How did you get here?” 
He gives me another sheepish grin, and I realize he’s taken his dad’s car.
“Levi!” I admonish. “You’re only fourteen.”
“I’m fifteen now,” he reminds me, and in turn, I’m reminded how I didn’t get the chance to celebrate with him this year. I’m also aware that fifteen is not the legal driving age. 
“What are you doing here, baby?” I cringe as soon as the words leave my mouth, but I can’t help myself. He doesn’t seem as embarrassed as when I’ve done it at school.
“You missed school. I wanted to check on you.” His concern is sweet, but I’m suspicious. Was he worried about me? Or has Trent put him up to something? It makes me uncomfortable to know Trent’s lurking about, and for a second, I allow myself to miss Leon. When he was here, I felt safe. 
Now, I’m just lonely.
“Had some . . . issues, but I’m okay.” I don’t feel it’s my place to share the Ramirezes’ story. I told the school office Lena was sick and would be missing the rest of the week. My mother kept Lys on track, getting her to and from school the two days I missed, so there was no suspicion surrounding Lys. 
“He here?” Levi questions, his tone turning sharper than I appreciate.
“He has a name, and it’s Leon, and no, he’s not. He’ll be gone for a few days.” It’s more information than I should give Levi, especially if he’s going to report back to his brother. Our relationship has never been like that. We’d always taken care of each other, but things are different now, and I’m sensing Levi resents me a bit because I left his brother. 
Levi has already seen my place, but he scans around the room as if looking for something. “That couch is really hideous. I can’t believe you still have it,” he teases, and an idea strikes.
“Have you had dinner yet?” 
Levi glances at me and away. “Dad’s on a bender. We don’t have any groceries.”
Shit. I hate when Robert does this, and that’s when Trent stepped it up for his brother. I could give Levi money for groceries and send him on his way, but instead, I make a suggestion. “How about I’ll make you dinner if you help me toss that couch and pull up the carpeting?” I take a glance around the room. “In fact, why don’t you come here the next couple of nights after school, and I’ll feed you for your manual labor.”
Levi smiles. “I made the basketball team, so I have practice.”
“Levi!” I squeal, reaching out to pull him in for a hug. “How did I not know this?”
He shrugs, slipping his hands into the back pockets of his jeans after I release him. “I can help tonight but not again until the weekend.” 
“This weekend then, but dinner tonight.” Just as I finish my invite, Lys comes down the stairs, takes one look at Levi and blushes worse than I’ve ever seen. She’s a deep shade of red.
“Hi, Lys,” Levi says, and my heart pitter-patters at the possibility of their friendship.
 
+ + + 
 
Two weeks later, when I open the front door, I see the last person I expect on my front stoop.
“Leon?” I choke on his name and stare as the flurries land softly on his shoulders, making him look like a Christmas present I can’t have. Everything hits me hard, like an unexpected snowstorm. Him leaving. No contact. I’m buried under the hurt, and I have nothing to say to him. Crossing my arms, I ask, “What do you want?”
“Can I come in?”
I stare at his silver eyes, hating how my insides turn over.
“I’m only letting you in because it’s too cold to hold open the door.” I step back, anger heating me enough I could melt the ice on my front steps. Leon looks around the room. No observer would miss that the ugly couch, awful end tables, and hideous lamps are gone. Thankfully, the hardwood under the old nasty carpet was in excellent condition, and it’s now exposed and polished. Fresh paint covers the living room, dining room, and staircase walls. Levi and Lys have been a huge help, bribed with dinners and tutoring sessions. The work involved in sprucing up my home was a much-needed distraction from the thoughts of panic and worry for Leon and Lena.
“Place looks good,” he says, clapping his hands and stomping his feet on the mat just inside the door. I don’t offer to take his coat. He has about five seconds to say something other than noticing the freshly painted walls before I toss him out.
“Leon,” I groan. I fight back the tears. Relief washes over me to find him unharmed. Lena has kept me posted. Her fear Leon would retaliate against Hector. Her decision to stay in Chicago with a family friend. She’d been quiet on the specifics about Leon himself, though. When he was coming back. If he was returning at all.
Just one look at him makes me long to be in his arms. I want to tell him how much I’ve missed him. I’ve too easily forgiven him, and that’s dangerous for my heart.
Heavy feet thud down the staircase until Lys stops at the base, hesitating from launching herself at her brother.
“Leon!” Her voice rises, and he opens his arms. It’s a rare show of brotherly affection, and this action warms my insides. She’s missed him just as much as I have. We’ve navigated through the awkwardness of not being family, but teacher and student living together. Then again, she’s grown on me so quickly and filled a void I didn’t realize existed by leaving Levi behind with his father and brother.
I’ve stepped back to allow sister and brother their embrace.
“Where is Lena? Have you seen Mami and Papi?” Lys jabbers at her brother, who looks over her head to me. I slowly shake my head. I hadn’t told Lys what I knew about their parents, feeling it wasn’t my place to break that kind of news. I was just trying to keep things as normal as I could for her, suddenly without either of her siblings after being separated from her parents. 
“I’ll give you two some privacy,” I say, smiling weakly at Leon and turning toward the kitchen.
“Wait,” Leon says, reaching around his sister. “We need to talk.” His quieter tone and hesitating eyes tell me he’s nervous. 
“You need to talk to Lys first.” His sister should be his priority. He has some major family drama to divulge. 
“Just wait. Wait for me,” he pleads, and I want to remind him I’ve been waiting almost two weeks to hear from him. 
“I’ll be in the kitchen.”
I don’t know how long it will take to break the heart of a fourteen-year-old by informing her that her parents are out of the country with no immediate plan to return. Then to tell her that her sister has decided to stay in their hometown indefinitely. Unfortunately, I felt I had to tell Lys about Lena’s condition. She needed to understand my urgency to go to Chicago and help her sibling. I have no idea what Leon told her with regard to Lena’s baby and her plans for her future. None of it is my business, but I’m suddenly sad when I consider Lys might be leaving me.
I feel Leon’s presence before he speaks to me, and I turn from the cabinet to face him.
“That was so hard,” he says, scratching at the back of his neck.
“Is she okay?” I fight the desire to find Lys and comfort her. It’s Leon’s place more than mine, but I’m concerned about Lys’s emotional state. Her feelings must be all over the place.
“She wants to stay here.” The response surprises me.
“She can stay as long as she’d like.” My heart skips inside my chest. I’d never turn her away, but I immediately wonder what this means for her brother.
“I’d like to stay here as well.” 
“You what?” I stare at him, my heart moving from a skip to a full gallop. “Here?” I question, pointing my finger to the floor to emphasize the words. “My house?”
“Yes, I’d like to stay with you in your house.”
“I . . .” I just don’t know if that’s a good idea. “You left.” I don’t need to remind him, but I do. “No phone call. No texts. No apology. And now you want to walk back in here like nothing happened.” While I realize there was a lot going on for him, it’s no excuse not to let me in and keep me informed of how he was doing or what he was doing.
“I’m sorry,” he says. Leon exhales slowly, slipping his hands into his front pockets. 
“For such a strong man, that is just weak,” I snap. Those are not the words I want to hear. 
“Look, I promise it won’t happen again.” His eyes glance from me to the floor and back up. He’s a petulant child in a man’s body, but I’m not falling for it. I’m not caving to that innocent, hesitant glance.
“GAH! Are you kidding me? That’s even worse. Do you know how often I’ve heard those words?”
“And I’ve told you I’m not him,” he says softly, but his tender tone does nothing to douse my ire. 
“That is not good enough, Leon.” I take a deep breath while my body trembles. Fists form at my side. “I deserve better.” And I believe this with every fiber of my being. 
“And I’m here to do that,” he says, the words still cautious. Is he trying to convince me or himself? “It won’t ever happen again. I won’t shut you out. I won’t disappear. I’m here for you.”
I shake my head. My body ripples with disbelief and distrust. Words—just pretty words.
“I can’t,” I whisper. His silver eyes soften as he shakes his head side to side, disagreeing with me.
“I love you.” The startling sentiment is said softly but with emphasis. “I love you, and I’m sorry. I didn’t shut you out. I just shut down, but I’m back, and I’ll do anything—anything—to prove I’m here to stay. Nothing like this will ever happen again.” 
I stare at him, disbelief radiating from my entire body. I’ve heard this all before. It’s only words. It’s been spoken to me by a man I’d trusted and now said to me again from someone I don’t. My head shakes in response to him. 
“You don’t love me,” I reply, my voice breaking again. “This is not love. Leaving me is not love. Making me worry and afraid is not love.”
“No one’s hurt, baby.”
“I’m hurt!” I yell. “I’m hurt.” My voice cracks as I repeat myself with more emphasis, slapping a hand to my chest as the tears I’ve been fighting break. “I’m not like you. I didn’t shut down.” I toss his words back to him.
He’s nodding at me, licking his lips. “Okay. Okay, baby. I get it.” He’s still watching me as tears fall, and my body hums with a clash of emotions. Resentment. Pain. Disappointment. 
“You said I was safe with you, Leon, but I wasn’t safe. My heart . . . it can’t take this kind of thing again.” Yet it races in my chest with hope that he means what he says, and I feel safer now that he’s standing before me.
“I’m not him,” he whispers, his voice a low growl.
“You’re right. You’re not. I thought you were better.”
His eyes widen, and he steps up to me.
“‘Love me or hate me, both are in my favor. If you love me, I will always be in your heart. If you hate me, I will always be in your mind.’”
“Stop quoting Shakespeare,” I hiss, my heart breaking again. 
“I’m always going to be a part of you as you’re always going to be a part of me, Tricia. We connect in the way Shakespeare wrote about. You’re it for me.”
I shake my head in disbelief. 
“I’ll stay at a motel down the highway until you’re ready to speak with me.”
Leaning forward, he brushes his lips against mine like he did that first time. A soft stroke. A swift caress. And then he turns and leaves me again.
 
+ + + 
 
Leon stops by the house each night after school to see Lys, and I typically make myself scarce when he arrives. It feels all messed up that he’s here in town but not staying with his sister, who lives with me when I’m not family. Don’t even get me started on how broken I feel for Lys regarding her parents and her sister. It’s like she and Levi have more in common than they realize, and while a friendship bloomed during the time Levi helped at my place, her feelings for him are unrequited on his end. It breaks my heart for Lys all over again. 
One night, I overhear their sibling conversation, and as much as I want to ignore it, I just can’t.
“I want to tell you again how sorry I am that I ran off,” Leon begins from the living room. Lys remains quiet, and I imagine her deep dark eyes watching him. I’ve tucked myself inside the dining room, pressing myself against the wall to be hidden from their interaction. “I don’t want you to think I abandoned you. I knew you were safe with Tricia. You know she adores you, right?”
I’d hope she knows how I feel about her after we’ve spent these weeks together.
“I adore her,” Lys states quietly. 
“I didn’t bring you with me to follow Lena because we both know Lena is a handful, and I didn’t want you mixed up in her drama.” Leon chuckles, and I believe Lys might agree. “She’s eighteen, and I need to let her make her own decisions.”
There’s a heavy pause before Leon continues.
“I’m not Mami and Papi. I’ll never be a good enough substitute for them, but I want you to know I’m here for you. It will be good here.”
“I like it here,” Lys interjects, almost as if to reassure her brother. 
“I like it here, too.”
“Will you get back together with Tricia?” Lys hesitates, and my head falls back against the wall where I’m listening in on this conversation.
“I’m trying my damnedest, but she needs my patience. I have a lot to prove to her.”
More silence follows his admission, and my heart feels heavy in my chest.
“I made some promises I need to keep. I need to do better by her, but I want to promise this to you as well. It will never happen again. I mean it. I won’t shut down like I did and disappear like I have in the past. I’m here for you—for Tricia and you, hermanita.”
I swallow the lump in my throat. I reflect on the fact that sometimes someone can say it will never happen again and actually mean it. Perhaps, Leon does.
 
+ + + 
 
Emily calls me a few days after Leon returns and asks me to meet her at a new place just south on Elk Lake City, off the highway. The Unsalted Mermaid. I’ve heard it’s a nice restaurant, romantic even, but I have never been here. I’d hoped Leon and I could go sometime. Maybe have real, out-in-public dates, but I’m so uncertain of my future. Trent hasn’t budged on the divorce papers and has been strangely quiet during the long days when his brother was at my house and Leon was absent.
I’m looking forward to hanging out with Emily. I need someone to talk to, someone to help me sort out my feelings for Leon. Someone to help me as I flip from disappointment to yearning, hating to loving, dismissing to missing him like crazy, and especially when I know he’s back. He’s so close. I just need to reach out to him, and I imagine he’d return to me. But do I trust him not to hurt me? Do I believe he won’t let this happen again? Is my heart really safe with him? 
I’ve gotten out of my car but turn back to grab my phone, which I’d tossed on the passenger seat. I parked on the side of restaurant instead of the front lot, finding a spot up against the building. When I turn around again, a large, familiar body blocks me from stepping away from my Honda. 
“I just want to talk.” His voice sounds rough and a bit slurred.
“We have nothing left to say to each other, Trent.” I glare at him, unable to fully see him with the parking lot light behind him. His head is haloed in light, but he’s no angel, and I don’t know how he knew I’d be here.
“You back with him?” he questions. I don’t know how Trent would know Leon is back in town, but that isn’t my concern. 
“That’s none of your business,” I state, taking a step to the left. Trent shifts with me. 
“You fucking him?”
My mouth falls open. “That is just . . .” None of his damn business. The truth is, we aren’t. We’d only spent one night together before everything went to hell, but I’ll admit nothing to Trent, who I consider my ex-husband—signed papers or not. “You shouldn’t be anywhere near my home.”
“Your home is with me.”
I snort. “We never had a home, Trent. You had a bachelor pad with your wife living in it.” My dad hated the cabin, and he thought I should convince Trent to move out. He even offered to give us money for a down payment on a house somewhere else, somewhere closer to my parents where my dad could keep an eye on Trent.
I’m sorry, Daddy. It didn’t happen how you wanted.
Get away from him, I hear his voice in my head.
I shift right and Trent follows, stepping closer to me. 
“Trent, get out of my way.”
“Got a date?” He sways a bit and the words sound thick on his tongue. I’m not answering him. I should tell him I’m meeting Emily in order not to provoke him. 
“Just sign the papers already,” I demand, and Trent shakes his head.
“No can do, muchacha.” He smiles at his weak attempt at a Latino accent. I’m not impressed. Instead, I fake left, pivot right, and slam into him when his arms wrap around my waist. The scent of him overwhelms me. Sweaty male. Dirty wool. Alcohol.
“Trent,” I hiss, my hands coming to the forearms locked around my waist. He lifts me off my feet and carries me around my car where I see his truck in the dark recesses of the lot. I kick my legs wildly. “Trent, put me down.”
“He’s waiting for you, isn’t he?” he growls into my ear, the scent of whiskey strong in the stream of air he exhales. My legs continue to kick. I should tell him the truth about meeting Emily, but I refuse to explain myself to him. I’m not defending my actions anymore.
“Put. Me. Down!” I yell. I throw back my head to knock him in the face, but he moves, tilting his head so we don’t connect. His body shifts to accommodate my squirming. We near his truck, and I swing my feet forward, pressing them into the side of his cab. With my soles on the vehicle, I hope to leverage myself, pushing back at him so he loosens me.
No such luck.
“Scratch my truck, bitch, and you’ll pay for that in more ways than one.” My feet tap dance on the metal as my arms still press down against the vise-like grip of forearms around my midsection.
“Your threats mean nothing to me, Trent. You mean nothing to me.”
“You don’t mean that,” he snarls in my ear, struggling with me as he works to open the truck door at the same time my feet kick at the side of it.
“I mean every word!” I scream. I can’t believe no one saw him grab me, but it’s mid-November, and it’s pitch black in the early evening. The lot is mostly empty for a weeknight, and I parked on the wrong side of the building. 
I scream again for help, but at the same time, my throat clogs, panic taking over, and the sound comes out as no more than a squeak. It’s like my vocal cords are paralyzed while the rest of me refuses to be still. 
Trent shifts his body, continuing to angle for the door handle and toss me around like a rag doll. He swings the driver’s side door open and moves left. I’m positioned to face the open cab and my arms go up and out, clutching at the opening. Then I see the shotgun.
“You get away from me, and I’ll shoot you in the back like a prized buck.” 
I have no doubt about his aim. He’s a skilled marksman, and while he doesn’t hunt humans, he isn’t lying. If he targets me, he’ll hit a bull’s-eye. My arms fall, defeat loosening my body. He tosses me forward, and I catch myself on the seat by the steering wheel. Only I kick backward, hoping to connect with his chest and throw him off guard. I’ve hit him somewhere, but it’s not enough to force him back and he catches my ankle, twists it, and I flip to my back and land over the rifle on the seat.
“You watch yourself, missy,” he threatens with a gleam in his dazed eye. I know that look. It’s the one he has when he wants to have sex with me, and I need to shut myself off. I shiver while my leg remains caught in his hand. He stands outside the open door, and I scoot closer to him, so my knee bends. 
If I can just get closer…
I kick out with my other foot, aiming for his face. Only the outside of my calf hits the steering wheel instead. Like a yo-yo, I wiggle my captured leg back and forth, hoping to loosen his grasp.
“Stop squirming,” he grunts.
“Take your hands off me!” I shout at him. I can’t get the leverage I need, and Trent tucks his head, ready to climb into the cab over me. I’m shoved backward by his hold on my captured ankles and my back scrapes against the length of the gun under me. 
I scream again as if it will help, suddenly finding my outside voice. Instantly, I’m dragged forward as Trent falls backward. He’s tugging me as something pulls at him, and my hands catch on the steering wheel, hoping to prevent myself from falling out the open door. I hear the sickening crack of bone and my ankle falls free of Trent’s grasp. Still clutching at the wheel, my legs kick wildly, blindly seeking Trent’s body as I dangle out the door. 
I hear another sharp crack and a choking sound. Using the steering wheel, I pull myself upward and twist from the awkward angle.
I can’t believe my eyes. Leon is pummeling Trent.
Releasing the wheel, I slip out of the cab, my legs hardly able to hold me when my feet touch gravel. I slide along the side of the truck, the metal cold through my wool jacket and I watch in new horror.
“Leon,” my voice squeaks no louder than my first attempted scream. His arms move in a practiced manner. His fists connect with Trent’s face, hammering at him. Trent holds Leon’s coat while Leon has a hold of Trent’s throat. He gurgles under Leon’s grasp.
“Leon.” My voice loudens, but he doesn’t acknowledge me. He’s lost in his beating, and my shaking arm extends to reach his shoulder.
“Leon,” I snap, still no louder than a crack. “Leon, please.” I swallow. “Let him go.” 
Sirens sound in the distance, and I don’t know if they are coming for me or another emergency somewhere, someplace else.
“She’s always going to choose me.” Trent struggles to speak, and it’s the wrong thing to say as Leon tightens his hold. Trent’s gurgling shifts to a strangled choking sound.
“Leon,” I cry out. My hand makes contact with his shoulder, and he turns his head to me. His silver eyes are wild. His nostrils flare with warm air steaming from them. He looks at me, but he doesn’t focus. 
A sheriff’s car with circling red and blue lights and a siren blaring pulls into the lot.
Everything happens so fast. 
Doors open. 
Voices shout. 
Leon drops Trent and slowly lifts his hands. 
I don’t understand.
I look from Trent, swollen and bleeding as he lays on his back, to Leon, who stands taller, arms spread wider. Voices call out something. 
What’s happening?
Slowly, Leon turns like the calculated twist of a dial. His eyes quickly pass over mine, and then he looks away, still measuring his movements as he spins.
My head turns in the direction of the too-bright lights and overly loud siren, and I push off the side of the truck.
“No,” I call out. “No,” I repeat, stepping forward. 
Someone shouts my name, but I’m not certain from which direction it comes. My eyes focus on the men standing behind open car doors, guns poised and aimed at Leon.
“No,” I scream, stepping before him, lifting my arms like his, shielding his body.
I don’t register anything other than those swirling lights and the deafening siren. Then I’m falling to my front, a body over mine as another sound rips through the night.
A shot from a gun.
 



Lesson 24
A promise is a promise.
 
[Leon]
 
I don’t know what the hell she was thinking.
The sheriff was shouting words I’d heard too many times in my past. My hands dripped with the evidence I’d wanted to kill that son of a bitch.
He’d almost had her.
Then she was in front of me, her body like a shield against mine. Her cries of ‘no’ echoed through the air but were still hardly heard above the siren’s blare.
A gun went off, and I wasn’t certain if it was behind me or in front of her. I twisted her, taking her down in hopes it hadn’t hit her.
Trigger finger, we later learned. The adrenaline of the small-town deputy mixed with his shouts for her to move, and his finger pulled the trigger. 
We’re both lucky he’s a poor shot.
Guns still came to my back, including threats to roll off her. Following their commands, I flipped to my back, arms out. I did as I was told until she rolled with me, covering me.
“He was trying to save me!” she yelled. “He was saving me!” Her voice struggled through the shock while her body blanketed me. Her sudden movement could have triggered another shot, but thankfully, it did not. 
More deputies arrived on the scene, and Tricia kept up the same string of words.
“He was saving me.” 
I’d still been cuffed and pushed toward a vehicle until Tricia got in the way once again.
“Listen to me, Derek,” she called out to the deputy at my back. Her hands pressed into my chest. “You know Trent Walker is my husband. I filed divorce, and he was . . . he was trying to kidnap me. Leon Ramirez was rescuing me.” 
Our eyes met, and there was so much said between them.
“Tricia?” The deputy finally recognized her through the knit cap on her head and thick scarf at her neck. 
“I’ll make a statement. I’m pressing charges against Trent Walker.” She spoke to the man behind me who begrudgingly removed my cuffs. 
“We’ll still need you to come to the station,” he told me, more like a warning, and Tricia intervened again.
“He’s with me.” Her eyes leaped to mine, holding my gaze as if she held her breath. I nod to agree.
“Don’t leave me,” she whispered, her eyes still on me, and I open my arms.
The next thing I know, she is in them, holding me as hard as I can hold her. We couldn’t get close enough with her bulky winter coat and I set her back only enough to unzip my leather jacket and pull her into my heat. Her arms circled my neck and she held tightly, breathing into my skin. Despite the thick clothing, her heart thudded through the layers, and I could only hope it mirrored the beat of mine. 
 
+ + + 
 
Tricia gave a statement, admitting all that Trent had done to her—past and present. It made me sick to listen. The emotional abuse and physical touches, no matter how minor she tried to make them sound, were too much. I’d beat him all over again for laying a finger on her or saying a word that was untrue or unkind. 
Unfortunately, without physical evidence, as she’d never reported anything in the past, it was her word against Trent’s. She still gave them the truth—all of it. I wished I had known. I would have taken more care with her. Then again, it shouldn’t have mattered. I should have taken care either way. If she meant everything to me, then I should have been here, and a lot sooner than two weeks ago. I should have been here years ago to shield her from this path.
Unable to change my past, I held her hand tighter while I give my own statement.

Jess Carter had asked me to meet him at this off-the-path restaurant for a drink, and I should have known something was up. I’d been waiting and waiting, thinking I’d been stood up, and went outside for some air.
While I was standing near the entrance, I heard what sounded like a struggle and took a walk around the side of the building. My gut told me to move, and thank God, I listened. I heard her scream. Then I saw her car but not her. Searching, I found him bent into the open door of his truck. I didn’t even know it was him or her until I got closer. The sharp wail of a car horn. The grunt of a man. Whoever he was, he was struggling to get someone into his truck, and that person was struggling to get out. I pulled him back, catching him unaware. My eyes hardly registered her and blindly leaped to him. 
My fists flew into action, and the rest was witnessed.
Trent went to the hospital for severe facial damage. He’ll have black eyes and a broken nose, maybe loose teeth and a swollen lip. He deserves so much more. My fingertips on his neck definitely left soon-to-bloom bruises and should be a warning. He doesn’t deserve to breathe her air.
We’ve hardly spoken since we arrived back at her place. After giving our statements, we retrieved our rides from the restaurant. Driving my bike is cold and dangerous on the snow-covered roads, but it’s all I have. I trailed Tricia home. Without an invitation, I followed her into the house. She led me up the stairs and pointed at the bathroom. 
“I just want a quick shower,” she finally says to me, and I nod. 
“I’ll check on Lys.” If I can shield my sister from all that’s happened tonight, it will be a small blessing. At least I’ll get things right somewhere. 
However, I don’t want to let Tricia leave my sight, so after a brief wave to Lys and a suggestion to go to bed soon, I let myself into the bathroom. And hear Tricia’s sobs. 
My girl held it together for a long time, both tonight and in the past, and she’s reached her breaking point. I strip from my clothes and enter the shower. She doesn’t even look up surprised. She turns and falls into my bare chest, hands covering her face.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she mutters.
“You have nothing to apologize for.” I wrap her in my arms and press her against my skin, wishing I could take away all her pain and wipe away all her memories of him. We stand like this for several minutes until her sobs subside . . . and then her lips come to my chest. Her mouth opens, and she sucks at my skin.
“Tricia, baby, whatcha doing?” I’m not going to be able to disguise what she’s doing to me. Between the fight and holding her naked against me, I’m rock hard, but I wasn’t going to pressure her in any manner. I just want to be here for her.
Her mouth moves to my nipple. She runs her tongue over it and nips at the tight point. I flinch at the sensation, and her mouth opens again, sucking at the sensitive skin. I hiss in response. My fingers slip up into her dark, wet hair and tug her head back.
“What are you doing?” My voice growls because I’m on edge. I’m trying so hard to ignore my stiff dick pressed against her wet skin, but I can’t pretend I’m not excited if she’s going to taste me like this.
“I want to feel you,” she whispers. “I want to know you’re really here.”
“I’m here, baby.” I bend enough to take her mouth, the kiss more aggressive than I should be with her tonight. I quickly slow us down and pull back.
“I need you,” she says, her voice quiet while her eyes beg me. “Please Leon. I need you.” I’m thinking she means we need to move to her bed. Instead, she spins before me. She takes my hand and slides it down the front of her body, moving my fingers to her heat.
Sweet Jesus. I growl her name again.
Her head tips back to my shoulder as her backside presses against me, slowly swaying side to side over my dick.
“I want you inside me,” she says as the water streams around us, and I slip two fingers into her, giving her what I think she wants. She rocks on them, taking me into her and keeping up her sultry dance against my bare skin. My mouth lowers to her neck, nipping at her skin and moving to her shoulder. She twists her head, and our mouths connect as she takes my fingers deep. She pulls back, her mouth open, and I know she’s on the edge. I’d touched her body numerous times before I left, but I’ll never get enough of her. She breaks around me, and I capture her moans as she comes on my fingers.
As she settles, she surprises me again. She leans forward and places one hand on the tile. Her other hand blindly reaches behind her and tugs at my dick. Her warm palm is heaven around me, and she squeezes, sliding her hand over me, moving me in such a way that my tip taps her ass.
“Tricia,” I warn her.
“Inside me,” she says. “Please. I want to feel you.”
“Baby, are you sure about this?” I want nothing more than to distract her from any thoughts about anything other than the two of us here at this moment, but I don’t want her to regret this five seconds after we finish. We haven’t even talked yet.
“Leon, please.” 
Damn, I can’t deny her, so I don’t. I bend at the knee, hike one of her legs up on the tub’s edge and slip into her—bare. My eyes roll back. It’s never felt like this. Her heat. Her heaven. This is everything I’ve ever wanted and didn’t know I was missing in life. 
“I’ll pull out,” I assure her. I just want these minutes of pleasure because it’s not going to take long. She rocks back, swallowing me deeper into her from this angle, and I thrust inward, sheathed to the hilt. I don’t pause and take the breath I desperately need. I hammer into her, filling her over and over again. My hands clutch at her hips and one of hers reaches back to hold my hip. We move as one, dancing the best dance until I can’t take it anymore. 
Her name is quick on my lips as I pull out. I press against her, my dick wedged between us as I jolt against her spine. We both suck in deep, exaggerated breaths. Her head lowers to the tile and mine rests on her shoulder. So many thoughts race through my mind, and I’m prepared to spill them all when she turns to face me. Her hands cup my jaw as she slips under the shower spray to rinse.
“Thank you.” She whispers her gratitude through soft kisses, and I feel like she’s stolen my words. I should be thanking her for being in my arms, being pressed to my skin, and for giving me what I hope is a second chance at us.
The water has turned cold, and I help her step out of the tub once she turns off the faucet. I figure I’ll settle her in her bed and then take my old room.
“Don’t leave me,” she quietly begs, and my heart skips because that’s exactly what I don’t want to do. I don’t question if she’s certain because I don’t want her to question me. Being with her is where I want to be. I scoop her up and carry her to her bed. After pulling back the covers, we both climb in, and she curls into me. If she was afraid of me after what she witnessed earlier, she doesn’t give a hint. Any doubts I’d had about her actually hating me have been washed away in the shower.
She lies with her face pressed to my chest. With arms curled between each other, she allows me to hold her close. 
And I’m still wondering why she did it.
Why did she step in front of me?
Why did she roll over me?
Why did she try to stop them from arresting me?
I was an innocent man, and that was reason enough to let me go, but her actions said more.
“You’re a damn foolish woman.” I snort, tugging her tighter to me. Her head shifts, and she glances up.
“What do you mean?”
“They were pointing guns at me. What were you thinking stepping in front of me?”
“I didn’t want them to shoot. They misread the situation.”
They definitely had, and in some ways, I was glad Tricia came to her senses enough to explain I wasn’t the bad guy. But I understand how it looked with her frightened and plastered against his truck. Me pummeling her husband into the dirt. It looked like a carjacking gone wrong. Then she stood up for me.
She stood up for me.
“Don’t you ever place yourself in harm’s way like that again,” I demand, squeezing her once. “Promise me.”
“They were the good guys,” she whispers.
“But one of them shot at us, and it could have gone all wrong.” My voice breaks, and my head lowers to hers, our foreheads meeting. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, but my body still trembles. 
“It could have hit you,” she whispers, and her hand slips around my waist, palm flattening on my back.
“It could have hit you. Do not do that again,” I command, holding her as tight as I can, breathing in her scent. Pure. Clean. Fresh. 
“I was protecting you,” she says, and I pull back only enough to catch her eye. The lamp light remains on in her room. I don’t want her afraid of the dark.
“Let me protect you,” I reply. My skin ripples knowing I almost didn’t. I almost didn’t have her back like AJ said. I almost lost her heart. “I could have lost you.”
Please God, don’t let me be too late.
“We have so much to talk about,” she states, and it’s true. I heard her statement at the station, and it took all my strength not to seek out Trent and finish the job I’d started. He doesn’t deserve to live—and I mean that with every fiber of my being—but I would not kill him. I would not seek revenge on him the way I sought revenge on Hector. That’s too much wasted, negative energy. I choose to live with my girl and harming someone would not lead me to fulfilling my dream.
“Not tonight,” I tell her, knowing we need to let things rest. She needs sleep, if it can even come to her, and I just want to lay here and feel her against me. Know that she’s safe. Know that I’m at her back while reflecting on the fact that she shielded my front, and what that might mean for my future. Our future.
 
+ + +
 
“Where are you going?” she questions as I roll out of bed early the next morning.
“Work, baby. Dixon gave me my job back after I explained what happened.” I’m grateful the man understood a bump in the road. I told him about my sister running off, my parents’ deportation, and then stalling to settle a score before coming back to Elk Lake City.
“Did you settle it?”
“Decided against it.” I sighed. “Picked something bigger than revenge.”
Dixon eyed me a bit. “What’s that?”
“Hoping to make my girl love me again.”
His brows rose high at that one, and then he barked at me to get dressed.
As much as I want to stay in this bed all day and assure Tricia that she’s safe, I cannot let Dixon down again. A second chance is all I get. I don’t want to push for a third. 
“I want you to call in sick. Stay home. Stay in bed. I’ll be back later,” I assure her. I’m not going anywhere. I need to check out of that miserable motel I’ve been at because I’m not leaving this house unless she plans to move. Then I’ll be following her wherever she goes.
Tricia shifts on her bed. She slept in one of my large T-shirts while I slipped into my sweats. I miss her silky nighties.
“It’s too much of a hassle to make lesson plans. I’ll just go into work.” She sits up, but I gently try to push her back.
“You should rest. Give yourself a break.”
“It’ll be better for my head if I’m busy,” she says, and I get that. I so get that. Her eyes meet mine, and I take in this precious moment. Her in her bed. Me sitting next to her. I’m happy she’s speaking to me and even happier to be in this position. I’ve missed seeing her first thing in the morning. I want to start every day like this, minus the weight of her ex lingering over us.
“Okay, pretty lady. Then I’ll see you here later.” There’s a question in my statement, but I’m not taking no for an answer. Without giving her a chance to reply, I lean in to kiss her temple and then stand.
“Wait,” she calls out, reaching out a hand for my arm. “You missed your meeting with Dixon before. Is he giving you a second chance to show him your drawing skills?”
“I haven’t brought it up again. I don’t want to push him. He’s already giving me a second chance, but someday . . .” I say with a shrug. Someday, I might feel better about my job, making it more about art and a secret passion than just a place to work.
“You should still show him soon,” she pushes, and my lip curls into a half smile.
“Okay, baby. Now go back to sleep for a bit.”
“No, I’m up. Is it safe to take your bike?” It snowed again late in the night.
“It’s all I have. I’m saving up for a truck. I’ll get there soon.” I tease her with the word. And I will. I’ll get where I want to be soon enough. 
For right now, the most important thing to me is getting back into her heart.
 
 
 



Lesson 25
In a manner of life or death, choose life.
 
[Tricia]
 
“So Leon’s back?” Emily teases me through the phone later that evening.
“What were you thinking?” I reply, realizing when Leon gave his statement that Jess and Emily were trying to set us up.
“I was thinking you needed to see each other. You just needed to talk.”
“How did you even know he was back?” I ask with a laugh. It’s a small town, but it’s only been days since Leon returned.
“He came to see Jess.”
“He did?”
“He wanted advice. Said he’d made a huge mistake and he wanted to win you back.”
My mouth falls open in shock.
“How do you feel about that?” Emily asks me, and I don’t know how to respond. 

Is he really here to stay, or is his return another layover until the next big drama for him? We haven’t really spoken about his absence, but we’ll need to get there. We also need to talk about the level of violence he unleashed when he pummeled Trent. I can’t be with another man who thinks with his fists. Then again, I’ve never felt safer than I do with Leon in my bed. He pulls me into him each night, breathing me in until I fall asleep, and surprisingly, I don’t dream. I don’t think about Trent, what he once said, what he did, or the loss of our child. It breaks my heart still to realize I’d be having a baby in the months to come. My mother might have been right—like she usually is—when she said it wasn’t in God’s plan to give me a baby with a man like Trent.
“I don’t know how to feel, but I know I’m safe with Leon. I like how he makes me feel about myself, and I like how I think I make him feel.” He told me he loved me when I said I hated him. And he didn’t back down from that declaration. He repeated it. 
“From the way he looks at you, it’s obvious how he feels about you and how you make him feel. He loves you, and you make him feel loved in return.” Emily says all this with a dreamy sigh in her voice. She knows all about complicated love, but I’m so happy she and Jess were able to work things out. 
“I heard about last night,” she continues. “It’s obvious he’d take a bullet before he’d let anything happen to you.” 
“Let’s hope it never comes to that.” I shiver when I recall how Trent threatened to shoot me in the back if I ran. I remember the rifle laying unconcealed on his truck seat. He could have been arrested for that action alone. He wasn’t arrested, though, not for any of it, and I’m wondering what the sheriff’s playing at by setting Trent free. I filed a restraining order against him for now, and I want that divorce.
“How are you today?” Emily implies after what happened last night. Her voice softens. I’ve already had to calm my mother and assure her I’m safe. I simply told her Leon was back and that seemed to make all the difference to her.
“I think I’m going to be okay,” I tell her, and I do feel that way. If Leon and I can talk, I think we have a real chance…at something real.
 
+ + + 
 
Later, Leon calls me to tell me he’s working late, picking up some of the slack from the time he was gone. I tell him I’ll set aside a plate for him, and Lys and I eat together. 
“Leon told me you’d like to stay here,” I begin, before hesitating on the addition because of the absence of your parents. I don’t know the deportation process well enough to know if their parents can easily return to the United States or if this will be a permanent arrangement. Leon’s going to need to file for guardianship of his sister since she’s still a minor. That’s just one more thing we’ll need to discuss.
“I do want to stay here,” she says, her eyes drifting up to me. There’s concern in them. She’s lost so much. Her parents, her sister, and her brother who disappeared for two weeks. 
“How are you doing with everything?” I don’t need to spell it out for her.
“I miss my parents.” She shrugs. “But I like it here.” She took pride in helping me paint the walls in my living room and dining room, and I’m letting her decide on a color for her own room. Once we learned Lena wasn’t returning, I told her the space was all hers, and she reminded me that she’d never had her own room until she moved here. I know the feeling. I shared a room with my sister growing up, and then I’d shared a cabin with my husband. It’s nice to have a house I call my own.
“I’m happy you’re here,” I tell her, and I’m rewarded with a large smile. Of all the Ramirez children, Lys might have the best chance at an easier life, at least for now. 
When we finish eating, she goes to her room to do her homework, and I start the dishes. It’s a familiar pattern for us now that some of my home renovation projects have finished. I needed the distraction each night while Leon was gone, and Lys and Levi were willing participants in the destruction of the carpet and freshening up of the walls. I’m still missing a living room couch and tables, and I’ve decided refinishing the dining room table and chairs I inherited with the house will be next on my list of improvements. I’m considering wood cleaning and stain colors in my head when my cell phone rings again.
“Levi?” 
“Tricia, can you come to the house?” His voice trembles.
“Levi, what’s wrong?” I shut off the faucet and squeeze my phone in my hand.
“It’s Trent.” Dammit. Is this another trick?
“Levi, I can’t really—”
“I know about the restraining order, but it doesn’t matter anymore.” His voice drops lower. He’s not quiet, just unreadable.
“Levi, what is it?” I turn my back to the sink and rest my backside against the edge of the counter. I hang my head because I’m not going anywhere near the Walker’s property, but Levi sounds really upset. “What did Trent do to you?” It’s the first thing I can think of. Trent did something to his brother. Did he take out his frustration on Levi? Did they go at it in Trent’s anger? Because if I know anything about Trent, I know he’s both angry and frustrated about last night.
“Tricia, please.” His voice breaks, and I stand straighter, pushing off the counter’s edge.
“Baby—”
“He’s dead, Tricia. Trent’s dead.”
 
+ + + 
 
I didn’t give it a second thought. I rush through the house and collect my jacket and my bag. I toss my phone in it and tell Lys I have to run an emergency errand for Levi, but I’d be back soon. 
I should have called Leon. I should not have been going to that house alone. Why is it that smart women do not always act smart?
However, I did not want to believe Levi would trick me. If Trent wasn’t dead, I’d kill him, and it wasn’t even a joke. I just couldn’t wrap my head around what Levi just told me.
Trent was dead.
How? When? What happened? I ignore the sick feeling inside me. 
Leon wasn’t going to be home for dinner. He was working late. He couldn’t have done this. He just couldn’t have. 
My heart hammers in my chest as I park in the familiar drive. My hands shake when I exit my car in the dark night and head to the front steps of the main house. From the road, you can’t see the cabin. You’d need to pull behind the house in order to see a light on in the distance, near the tree line, more than a football field away from this old, ranch-style home. 
A blurry-eyed Levi answers the door after I knock on the metal frame of the screen. The red-rimmed, swollen eyes immediately confirm my fear. Trent really is dead. 
I step inside the house and pull Levi to me. He doesn’t bawl like the baby he once was, but he lets out a sob before I guide him to the couch. His father is passed out in his typical chair, bottle of vodka to the side with a short tumbler beside it.
“Does he know?” I whisper as if I’m going to wake his father when I know better. There’s no stirring Robert when he’s like this. Levi shakes his head, covering his face with both hands before scrubbing at it.
“Tell me what happened?”
“We had a fight,” he begins. “Trent was upset. I’d seen his face. He told me Leon did that to him, and he was going to get his revenge. He was going to get his wife back from that man.” Levi shivers, leaving out some of the more colorful language I’m certain Trent used.
“I told him he should leave you alone. You seemed happy.” Levi shakes his head like it was the worst thing he could have said. Like my happiness was the worst thing in the world. 
“He said some things . . . and I just . . .”
“It’s okay. You don’t need to repeat what he said about me. Just tell me more about the fight.” 
“He was so pissed. I’ve never seen him like that, almost manic. He was pacing and ranting. He was holding the bottle in his hand just like Dad.” Levi’s eyes drift to the gallon next to the recliner. 
“I told him again to leave you alone. He told me you were his wife. You belonged to him.” Levi turns his face back to me. “But I told him he’d lost the privilege. I knew what he’d done to you. I saw him. I heard him.” Levi’s voice cracks. “And then he brought another woman here. It just wasn’t right.”
My weak grin in response to him is conflicted. This growing young man was defending my honor when it wasn’t his responsibility to protect me. I should have taken him with me when I left. He needed to get out of this mess. 
“He was even more upset when I told him he didn’t deserve you. You were too good for him.”
I gasp. “What did he do?” 
“He slapped me, but I shoved him back. He wasn’t expecting it, and he stumbled and fell on his ass.” Levi sits straighter, conflicted about standing up for himself. “He told me I’d regret that, but he was happy to see I was turning into a man.” Levi glances at me again, and I’m certain there are a few other choice words he’s omitting. Nicknames Trent liked to call his younger brother that connected him to the female anatomy, or just a female in general.
“I told him I hated him when he was like that.” Levi closes his eyes, and I squeeze his thigh. My hand has been resting there as encouragement to tell me everything, but the extra pressure tells him I know what he means. There’s an inner conflict when you hate the person you are supposed to love so much.
“But I loved him, too,” Levi adds, his voice cracking. “He was my brother. In his own sick way, he was a good brother. I didn’t want to be like him, but he was still my hero.” 
I understood. As sick as it was, like Levi said, I understood what he meant. His brother had given up a lot to be the dad their father hadn’t been, but Trent wasn’t fatherhood material. Trent hadn’t had a good role model himself. I glance at Robert one more time.
“So what happened?” I sense we’re nearing the end, and the story isn’t going in the direction I’d feared. I’m relieved before Levi even tells me, and I curse my own doubts of Leon. He’d never harm Trent like this. 
“He went to the cabin and then called me to meet him. I didn’t want to go out there.” Levi peers up at me with fear in his eyes over what could have happened to him. “I told him ten minutes, but I took my time walking back there. He called me again and again, and finally, I sent him a text telling him I was almost there.” 
Levi shivers. His hands at his knees curl into fists, and I reach forward to cover one. “He must have gone out the back of the cabin. He knew I was almost there, but I wasn’t fast enough.” Levi’s breath grows more exaggerated. His clenched fists nearly turn white. “I heard the gun, and then I just ran. I ran around the corner of the cabin, following the sound to the edge of the woods, and I just . . . I just . . .” Levi breaks into a full-body sob, and I wrap my arms around his back and waist, pulling him to me. Holding him like the man-child he is, rocking him back and forth over my lap.
“Okay,” I say. “Okay, you don’t need to tell me more.” I continue to rock him and rock him like the baby boy he once was and try to soothe the hurt that I fear will fuel the adult he’ll become from this horrible situation. 
I’m still holding Levi when a sharp rap sounds on the metal frame of the screen door, and I jump. Levi jolts upward, and his eyes snap to mine. “Who could that be?”
“Did you call the sheriff?” I question.
“I called you first.” Levi continues to stare at me.
“Trent, open this damn door. I know she’s in there.”
“Leon,” I whisper, releasing Levi and standing slowly. My feet somehow carry me to the front door, and I pull it open. The second I see Leon, he opens the screen, and I lunge for him. I hold onto him like I did just last night. Fear and relief wrap tightly around my chest, and I clutch at him.
“Okay, baby. It’s okay. What’s happening here?”
“Trent’s dead,” I mutter into his neck. Leon’s soothing hands still on my back.
“He’s what?”
I pull back but don’t look up at him. “He killed himself.” The words are so acidic on my tongue my throat burns. I feel sick, and Leon is lifting me by my waist to walk me back into the house. I slide down his body until my feet touch the floor and Leon closes the front door. His eyes scan the room, landing on Robert briefly before finding Levi still seated on the couch.
Levi’s head lifts, and he addresses Leon. “So you’re him.”
“I’m him,” Leon confirms. He’s the man I love. The man I live with.
“You beat up my brother,” Levi states, sitting straighter on the couch.
“Can I be real with you, kid? He hurt Tricia.” My breath hitches as Levi’s eyes drift to me and back to Leon. Something passes between the two of them, but I can’t read guy eye-speak. I worry Levi’s about to lunge at Leon and accuse him of all kinds of things. His own temperament is fragile at the moment.
Then Levi nods. 
Leon speaks. “This your old man?”
Levi turns his head to his father and nods again, then shakes his head in embarrassment. 
“Did you call the sheriff?” Leon questions, and Levi shakes his head.
“I called Tricia first.”
“Where is he?” Leon asks. Oh God, I hadn’t thought of that. Is Trent still out there? Levi holds Leon’s stare. “Okay, kid. We need to call the sheriff and get him out of here.” He pauses and turns to me, his eyes roaming my body for signs of harm. “What happened?”
I give him the short version of things, and when I finish, Leon turns back to Levi. He releases me and steps over to Levi. He hands him his cell phone. “Make the call. 9-1-1.” 
Leon’s calm is almost frightening in and of itself, but I’m so glad he’s here because I can’t think straight. I can’t wrap my head around what’s happened here.
We wait out the sheriff, and the next few hours pass in a blur. Questions and more questions for Levi. A quick interrogation of Leon and me—which I don’t appreciate—and then the waking up of Robert Walker by Bart Wiggins, the sheriff, who delivers the news about Trent. Robert doesn’t even cry. He just picks up his bottle and stumbles to his bedroom. 
“We found these two envelopes,” Derek, the deputy sheriff, gives them both to me. I glance up at him in question until I see one says my name and the other is for Levi. 
“We think it’s best you to open them here,” Sheriff Wiggins gently speaks to me. “It might give us a clue to what happened.” 
My envelope is a large manila one, and inside, I find my divorce papers ripped to shreds. A small slip of paper among the remains tells me Trent’s final thoughts.
You’ll always be my wife.
He’d refused to sign the papers, leaving me his widow instead. I hand the papers and the envelope to the sheriff, excusing myself for the bathroom. Once there, I gag, and I choke, bending over the toilet, but nothing comes up. I hate him with every part of my being while I struggle with the fact that once upon a time, I’d loved him. How did it come to this? How had I not been aware of who he would be? How did I not see signs that this is how it would end?
Leon finds me in the bathroom and helps me wipe my face. “We need to get you out of here.”
I completely agree. I want to go home—my home.
We return to the living room to find Levi sitting with his letter in his lap, silent tears streaming down his face. He’s already told the sheriff everything, and his letter must confirm what they already know of Trent’s end.
Levi looks up at me. “He told me he loved me anyway.” Levi’s voice strains. “I told him I hated him, and he told me he loved me.”
It might have been the first time Levi has ever heard the words from his brother, and I’m crushed. I fold to my knees in front of him and pull him to me once again. How much more heartache can I take this week?
“Are we done here?” Leon addresses the sheriff, and Bart says we’re finished. They’ll handle the rest. I don’t want to be here anymore, and I hear Leon’s voice over my head.
“Get some things. You’ll come with us.” I twist at the waist to find he’s addressing Levi.
“I can’t leave my dad,” Levi states, staring down the hallway to where the bedrooms are.
“You will tonight,” Leon tells him. Leon tells the sheriff Levi will be with us if they need him for anything else. I must admit this take-charge attitude and not taking no for an answer does something to me. Levi stands and disappears down the hallway to his room, and I stand from the floor. Bart Wiggins leaves the house after telling us he’s going to contact someone to check on Robert. Once he’s gone, Leon turns on me.
“Woman, quit frightening the fuck out of me.” 
I stare at him. “What?”
“When I can’t get ahold of you, I think the worse kinds of things. I called Jess and then Lys told me you had an emergency with Levi. Jess gave me the address here, and I was ready to haul your fine ass out of here when I saw that kid.” He blows out a breath. “And it’s Israel all over again for me, and I can’t leave him alone with that.” He points toward the hall, implying Robert and his current condition. I throw myself at Leon again, and he catches me, holding me tight to him.
His heart is so much bigger than he lets on, and I know his gruffness comes across gruffiest when he cares about someone, like with his sister Lena and their fights. With tonight’s take-charge display, I just want to tackle him to the floor and let him inside me, giving him my body and my heart because he deserves them both. He owns them both.
Levi returns to the front room. “Think he’ll be all right?” he questions of his father.
“What normally happens when he’s like this?” Leon asks, and Levi looks up at Leon.
“Right. He’ll be fine,” Levi says, and I hate that this sweet boy of fifteen has lived this kind of life.
 



Lesson 26
The truth hurts and heals.
 
[Tricia]
 
I don’t dwell on Trent’s death as I should. Leon hovers, constantly checking my emotions. 
“I’m fine,” I say. It isn’t exactly a lie, but it isn’t the full truth. I’m in a funk. I should be grieving Trent, and I am in my own way. He was my husband, right? I didn’t want him to die. I just didn’t want to be with him anymore. In hindsight, I’d never understood his thought process or his heart, even if he claims I owned it. My concern rests with Levi and what this might mean for him. His brother protected him in some ways and hurt him in others. Life must be so confusing for him. His mother abandoned him. His father is a drunk. His brother was a contradiction. I vow to give Levi all the love I can in whatever manner he’ll allow. 
“He’s hurting,” I say to Leon in the quiet of the night after Levi falls asleep in Leon’s old bedroom.
“He’s going to hurt for a long time,” Leon admits. “When I lost Israel, I felt like I’d lost a limb.”
I shift on the bed to look down at him, perching my head up on my hand. Leon’s on his back staring up at the ceiling. 
“I know Lena and Lys told you what they know. A drive-by where we used to live. Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe it wasn’t. My kid brother was trouble, and I was right there with him.” Leon bitterly chuckles. “But I held him in my arms, and you never forget that. The sight. The sound.” His breath hitches, eyes closing, and I shift to bring his head to my chest, curling my arms around him.
“I hate that that happened to you.”
“Me too,” he whispers, his breath like a kiss to my breast. “But it happened, and it shaped my life for a long time.” He pulls back so he can look up at me. “That’s how I know how this could go for him.” 
He implies Levi, and I listen.
“He can either take that pain and hate the world as I did, or he can strive for something better. I wanted revenge, and I had a reason. Someone shot my brother at my parents’ front door. But Levi? He’s got no one to blame but Trent, and Trent’s gone, so he can either take that hurt and turn it on others, bury it deep inside, or let it out so love can come in.” 
Leon blows out another breath and rolls to his back again.
“I messed up.” His eyes close, and he pinches the bridge of his nose. “I messed up in so many ways, and I got caught, again and again and again. Never learned my lesson. Then one day, I just woke up, and said, ‘Enough.’ I wanted out, and they were ready to let me go. Just one more job and then I was finished. I’d take my branding, but I got caught big. I served my time, but I do not want that for that kid.” He points toward Levi’s room, and the compassion in this man for a child he hardly knows warms me in ways I never knew possible.
“Is that why you have those marks on your back?” The raised skin is an etching into his shoulder blade like one might brand livestock.
“It was the way out. They’ll own me for life, but I’m not part of them anymore. It’s one of the reasons I moved here. I just wanted to start over somewhere quiet, without trouble.” He chuckles softly. “Been one bit of trouble after another,” he adds, rolling his head to look at me. 
“You mean I’m trouble?” I quietly tease, but the question is there.
“The worst kind,” he replies. “The kind you can’t walk away from, can’t turn away from. The kind that burrows under your skin and into your heart.”
“You did walk away,” I gently remind him.
“I did. I’m a quick study. I reflect on my mistakes. And I’m back.” He holds my eyes. “I’m back for your kind of trouble.”
Leaning forward, I press my lips to his, tender and soft the way he used to take mine at first. His tongue comes quick, but I have other plans. I suck at the thick muscle and then draw back. Leon looks at me with hesitant silver eyes when I lean over him and push against his shoulder. 
“Roll to your stomach,” I command.
“Pretty lady,” he warns, but I keep my hand on him, pressing until he’s on his belly. Then my fingers trace the large tattoo over his back. A snake curls up his spine and over his broad shoulder blades. The brand covers the inky black, marring and distorting the image, and my fingers coast over it. It’s a mark of some sort—not a crest, not a letter, but a symbol—and I want to ask, but then again, I don’t. 
“It’s a crown,” he mutters into the pillow. I trace up each point, and Leon adds, “Five points represent the philosophy of love, respect, sacrifice, honor, and obedience.” His past is something I’ll never understand, but I’m reminded it’s also his past. It has shaped who he is but does not need to define who he will be. 
I lower and place a kiss to his skin. His shoulder blades flex, and I set my palm against one while I continue to press kisses to the rest of him. The tattoo. The brand. His bare back. When I’ve covered each inch, stopping near the dip of his spine into his waistband, I press at his side, so he’ll shift to his back again.
“Tricia?” he questions, but we are no longer talking. The only thing I have to say will come from my mouth—but not with words. I tug at the waistband of his sweats, lowering them enough so he springs free. He’s glorious, all long and thick with a deep vein running up the shaft. My fingers curl around him, and I lower once more. My mouth opens, and his hand covers the back of my head. His voice warns, but too quickly, I swallow him, sucking hard at his length and circling the tip. I draw him deeper, wanting to give him everything, wanting him to forget his past and focus on his future. I want his future to be me. 
“Baby,” he hisses as I work him with my mouth, dragging him to the back of my throat and then sucking at his tip. I repeat this, realizing I’ve never enjoyed this experience as much as I do with him because I want to give him pleasure. 
“Tricia, dammit,” he curses, and I suck more, taking him as best I can. One hand curls around my bicep like he’s ready to pull me off him, and the other cups the back of my head like he doesn’t want me to release him. 
I won’t be letting him go.
His hips rock upward, and I choke on his length, but I don’t ease off until he spills, grunting my name with a bit of profanity around it. I swallow him back until he relaxes. 
Releasing him with a final lick, I sit up, rather proud of myself. We’ve experienced each other’s mouths in this manner before, but this is my best yet. 
“What’s my score?” I tease, and Leon chokes, lifting his head from the pillow while his chest heaves.
“A score?”
“Yeah, I want a grade on that.”
“You want me to grade you on sucking my dick?” He snorts.
“You can tell me. Be real with me,” I flirt.
“Fuck. Do A plus plusses exist?” 
I shrug, but my lips curl into a pleased smile. 
“Woman, you know I love a challenge.”
He sits up so fast I lean back, but he catches me and flips me to my back. He wastes no time removing my panties from under my sleep shirt.
“You okay with this?” he asks before proceeding, always bringing me to the edge and then asking permission.
“Please,” I whisper, and he flattens to his belly, hikes my legs over his shoulders and dips between my thighs. His mouth kisses me like he does before he takes me hard. A soft brush of his lips. A gentle lap of his tongue, and then he’s all in, and I’m writhing under his attention. I can’t scream because of Levi in the other room, so I bite my lip and clench at the sheets. While Leon’s mouth has been on me before, something is different about this time. He’s hungry and fierce. He’ll drain me of every drop before he finishes me. I come so quickly it’s almost embarrassing, but he doesn’t relent.
“Another,” he commands, and I choke as he knows I’ve only had multiple orgasms with him but never like this, not from his mouth twice. 
He is not deterred. Like he said, he loves a challenge, and he likes my kind of trouble even more. He told me I’m worth it, and the thought pushes me over the edge again. Pinpricks dance across my skin, and I stretch like a satisfied cat as he laps at me, drawing out each ripple until I crash with a heavy moan. My heart races, and my legs tremble, but I’ve never felt so . . . loved.
“How was that, teacher?” he says, breaking into my thoughts.
“A B for the best ever.”
“A B?” he scoffs.
“Okay, B plus,” I tease, only the joke’s on me.
“No way. I want an A and ‘I’ll make my heaven in a lady’s lap.’”

I gasp. “You did not just quote Shakespeare about my . . .”
“About your pussy? Yes, I did because I want an A. An A plus plus.” To earn his grade, he lowers again, and just when I think I can’t give him another orgasm, I do, and he wins.
An A plus plus plus for quoting Shakespeare while doing that.
It seems our lesson isn’t finished, though. We move from our mouths to hands and eventually the final act. We have a lot of catching up to do as our bodies continue to learn one another, and our hearts earn the highest grade there is—love.
 



Lesson 27
Brother is a word with many meanings.
 
[Leon]
 
Trent’s funeral is a shitshow. I shouldn’t be attending, but I’m there for Tricia, who dresses like the widow she is. She sheds a tear or two, but for the most part, I can see she’s seething. People want to honor a man who does not deserve honor, and her family hovers, knowing the truth. Trent’s boys want to make the luncheon a party, but Tom and Jess kick them out, telling them to take their roast to the bar. Mary Carter, Tricia’s mother, was kind enough to host lunch for her unworthy son-in-law. 
“It’s my way to give myself peace, but I still kick myself for all I didn’t see,” her mother says. Tricia told me more about her mother’s guilty feelings over missing the signs, and Tricia assured her mother she hadn’t wanted her family to know. 
“The baby was the last straw,” Tricia said to me, and I’m reminded we still need to talk about that situation. For the time being, Tricia has the week off for bereavement. It’s almost Thanksgiving, and she’ll have a few additional days for the holiday as well.
Today, the focus is the funeral. Robert Walker attends and is so hammered he has to be escorted out of the church. He isn’t graveside nor at the luncheon at the Carter’s, and I notice Levi is almost relieved at his absence. The kid has been exceptionally quiet. We’ve kept him at the house, allowing him space when he needs it and asking him to join us when we think he should have company. I don’t want to fault my parents, but I wish I’d had someone in my life when I was seventeen and lost Israel. I fell in line with those I thought were comforting me, but their brand of compassion only fueled my anger. Tricia is a balm for Levi, but there’s no way to know what’s in his head. 
Over the course of his stay, I’ve learned he likes basketball and plays for the freshman team. Tricia promises him we’ll come to his first game. 
“Want to get out of here?” I ask Levi, who sits on a chair looking sullen and lost as more well-meaning people circle him with condolences. He doesn’t answer me, but his eyes say, get me the fuck out of here. I reach around for the back of his neck and squeeze. He stands while I hold the scruff of his neck, and I search for Tricia in the crowd. She’s dressed in a sleek black dress I wish she was wearing for a happier occasion, and I also hope to never see on her again. I don’t own a suit, so I’m in dark jeans and a black dress shirt with a black tie. I tip my head to the door and her brows furrow, but she gives me a slow smile when she sees my hand on Levi. 
There’s a cool breeze coming off the lake, but it’s a mild day. Levi walks with his hands tucked into the pockets of his puffy jacket. We detour the two blocks to Tricia’s place, but I tell him I’d like to stay outside a bit longer. I find what I’m looking for on her back porch. The porch is more of a box-like space with a piece of paneling blocking the back door from wind, and I hope to remove it in the spring and build us a proper deck. It’s strange and exciting to make plans for this house.
Levi and I walk briskly down the blocks along Main Street to the outdoor basketball courts by the beach at the end of the business strip. I didn’t come here in the summer. The place was too crowded for me, and I didn’t want to interact with people. I wanted to be in my space and stay under the radar. Now I’m attached to a beautiful woman whose family keeps opening their arms to me, and I intend to visit this beach more often come next summer. 
And all this I offer up to Levi. 
“I’ve never known anyone like Tricia. She’s so good and clean. It’s almost creepy how nice she is.”
Levi huffs a laugh.
“But that kind of goodness gives love easily, and sometimes people don’t deserve it.” I pause, and Levi looks at me. “I’m talking about myself here. I’ve done bad things in my life, kid. I’ve hurt people and been hurt. I’ve sought revenge and stewed in my own hatred. Never in a million years did I think I’d end up here.” I pause and hold out my arms. “But look where I am. A little slice of Mayberry, working at a garage and trying to earn back the love of a beautiful woman. I want to deserve her.”
Levi huffs again, and I’m not certain I’m making my point.
“You’re allowed to grieve, Levi, in any way you wish. Scream. Shout. Hate. But you’ve got to rein it in when it comes to revenge or violence. You’ve got to go to a good woman like Tricia and tell her you’re reaching a breaking point, so she can offer you the love she has to give and bring you back to this.” 
I point up at the cloudy sky, which isn’t immediately pretty but is beautiful in its own right. The scent of snow fills the air, and the quiet of a midafternoon weekday floats around us. The lazy lake hardly moves with the sluggish weight of the ice on it. It’s peaceful—so peaceful—and that’s why I settled in this town. I also know what I’m talking about. I should have never run away from Tricia. Instead, I should have held tight when I needed help with Lena. I should have admitted I needed that help, not out of weakness but out of preservation. Tricia would have been there for me.
“Trent wasn’t nice to her,” Levi says, and I nod, letting him say what he wants.
“He wasn’t always nice to me, either, but sometimes he could be. He was my brother, and I loved him.” He looks up at me, chewing on his lower lip. “I told him I hated him that night.” His voice is no more than a whisper. “I didn’t mean it. How could he leave me like this?”
“Man, if he was any kind of brother, he knew you didn’t mean it. He knew in here.” I pat my chest over my heart. “As for leaving you, that’s a question you will never have answered. We can make guesses about his thoughts, his triggers, his breaking points, but we just can’t understand a person like him. Whether someone takes their life, like your brother, or gets killed, like my brother, we’ll never know why it was their time to go.”
“Your brother was killed?” Levi questions.
“Gang shooting,” I clarify and leave it at that. We finally reach the courts and take a couple of shots. The cold makes the ball hard, like a brick being tossed at a window. We shoot around in silence for a bit, each with our own thoughts of brothers now gone. 
“We should probably get back,” he finally says, and I follow his lead.
“Got a girlfriend?” I ask as we walk back to Mary Carter’s house. Over the course of Levi’s time with Tricia and me, we’ve kept most conversation to general things like what do you want for breakfast and what would you like to watch on television, so this whole convo has been more personal. Levi laughs.
“Don’t see why that’s funny?” He’s a decent-looking kid. He’ll grow into his own eventually.
“What happened to your sister?”
“Lys?” I question. “You got a crush on Lys?” I don’t like this idea, considering he’s under the same roof as my little sister, and I’m suddenly wondering where the overprotective big brother stance comes from. I don’t see it between Levi and Lys, though, because she’s so quiet and shy. I wouldn’t have noticed a girl like Tricia in my high school either. She would have been part of the smart jock crowd, and I was nowhere near that clique.
He gives nothing away, but says, “I meant, Lena. She was here, and then she wasn’t.”
“Ah, Lena. I love my sister, but that one is trouble. She went back home, and she’s living with a friend to finish out her senior year.” I pause, deciding that’s all he needs to know about her. My sister’s been checking in with me, and I know AJ has her back as well. “You don’t want a woman like Lena, though, trust me. I’m not talking trash about my own blood, but you hold out for the sweet girl, Levi. She’ll be a different kind of trouble but so worth it.” I sigh as I hum.
“Is that how you feel about Tricia?”
“You okay with me telling you about my feelings for her?”
He shrugs, so I give it to him straight. 
“I love her, and I want to spend my life with her. But make no mistake, Levi, I will not be treating her the way your brother did. That woman is a treasure I plan to cherish, not squander.”
Levi glances over at me as we walk back up Main Street. 
“Good,” he whispers.
“Seeing as I lost my little brother when he was close to your age, how would you feel about hanging out with me once in a while? Just us. I could use someone to beat at basketball. Tricia’s too easy,” I tease. My girl can play, but it always ends with her giving in to me. I admit I might not always play fairly, though. I like lots of skin. 
Levi laughs and then quiets for a second before offering me the answer I was hoping he’d give. “Yeah, I guess I could play basketball with you once in a while.”
“Just once in a while?” I tease, catching a glance at him fighting a smile. “Alright, kid. Game on.” I reach for him, tugging him to me for a second, thinking I’ll push him back with a friendly shove, but then I just leave my arm on his shoulder, and when he doesn’t fight me off, we continue walking up the street like this.
And the hole I’ve had for Israel all these years closes up a little bit.
 
 
 



Lesson 28
Make love. It’s that simple.
 
[Tricia]
 
We move through a fog, weathering Trent’s funeral and the period afterward without anything legally binding between Trent and me. The cabin is still his father’s possession, so we had no shared property. Levi helps me pack up the few personal belongings he wants from Trent. The rest of Trent’s items I donate to charity. Levi takes Trent’s truck as it is newer than his. Leon destroys Trent’s guns. I don’t ask how. I just know I don’t want them out in the world in the wrong hands. 
We slip through Thanksgiving with my family but quickly begin discussing the next holiday. I could use some cheer.
“We could go to Chicago and see Lena,” I suggest as we enter our room—the room we share nightly. I miss his sister even though we chat often by text.
“Honestly, baby, I don’t want to go back.” His resolve surprises me, but I also understand. We’ve talked about the slight anxiety it gives him to enter the city and his desire not to return. We’ll go to Chicago for his sister’s high school graduation and when she has the baby. Both events will happen in May. Other than that, Leon seems finished with the big city. His parents were evicted from their apartment after their deportation, and AJ packed up their belongings. Leon admits he owes the man and calls him a true friend. He hesitantly looks over at me from across the bed. “I have a new life here. I want to make new memories here.”
“Yes, you do,” I remind him, giving him a smile as I pull down the covers on my side of the bed. Dixon agreed to give Leon a shot at custom paint jobs after the first of the year, and Leon’s been working on designs every night. He’s also looked into some graphic art classes online to understand computer work with the medium. I’m very excited for him. “So Christmas with my family then?”
Jess and Leon have become fast friends. Leon’s also struck up a friendship with Ethan Scott on his new business project. Leon’s earned some extra cash working on the general construction of Ethan’s place. It’s great to see him easily fitting in with my family and friends.
He licks his lip and bites the corner before a crooked smile takes over. “Yeah, pretty lady. I’d like that.”
We strip and change for bed, and I silently smile at the normalcy of it. I pull on a sleep shirt as it’s warmer than my lace nighties, although Leon’s like a natural heating blanket, and I know I’ll be naked shortly. He prefers to sleep in his boxer briefs, but it’s also a formality. He’ll be naked soon enough as well and pressed up against me.
“What about Lys?” I question. I know she still misses their parents, but we don’t want to send Lys to Mexico, and they can’t return to the States yet. I leave it up to Leon to tell me how he wants to handle things regarding his parents. I don’t press him on their status or push him to take action. He thinks they’re ready to retire despite their young ages and might stay back in their small town south of the border.
“I’m hoping to make this one of the best Christmases ever for her.” Leon’s face falls a bit as he climbs into the bed. I know he wants to give her everything he can, but I think she’s happy enough with what she has. She got to decorate her room as she wished, and we added some other touches to make it feel permanent instead of a temporary guest room. She wants her own iPad for Christmas, and that’s in the works. My family has welcomed her just as much as Leon. While I don’t want to dismiss her emotions around the holidays, I think she’s going to have one the best Christmases of her life despite her absent parents and separation from her sister.
“And Levi?” Leon asks as I crawl into bed next to him. While Robert probably didn’t know whether Levi was present or not, Levi felt obligated to return to his own house after his brother’s death. Leon and I both agree Levi should come with us to my mother’s. He can even stay with us again for a few days to give him a break from his father’s home. We’ve told him he always has a room with us. 
“You’re going to make such a good mother someday,” Leon says to me, surprising me. 
“Someday,” I say wistfully. Someday I’ll have the baby I want, the man I love, and a home. My house is really starting to feel like that place.
“How about now?” Leon questions sheepishly, looking up at me. I’m seated against pillows at my back. He’s lying on his back next to me. “I want to give that to you.”
“What?” My voice rolls over the question. I think he’s teasing me until I glance down and see the seriousness in his face.
“I want to give you a baby.”
“How?” I choke, as if he thinks he can go to the store and just buy one off the shelf. His lip slowly curls into a sexy smile, and his silver eyes sharpen. My voice drops as I repeat the question. “How?”
Leon sits up so fast I flinch back. He cups my jaw, and his mouth comes to mine, tender and soft like he always starts. I’m still trying to process what he’s saying, what he’s offering. We’ve had plenty of sex in the past month but always used condoms. I didn’t return to the pill after losing the baby in June. I didn’t foresee having sex again for a long, long time. I never could have imagined a man like Leon coming into my life.
Leon stays gentle and worshipful as he shifts his body to straddle my seated position and removes my night shirt.
“Let me make love to you,” he whispers at my ear before kissing the shell. He doesn’t wait for an answer but tugs down the blankets over my legs and gently drags me to my back on the mattress. He kisses my bare breasts, my sternum and my neck. He sucks at my chin, my jaw, and then presses a kiss to my forehead. His hand strokes down my arm, searching for my fingers. We intertwine them, and he brings our collective hands to his mouth and kisses my knuckles. “Let me give you a baby.” 
My mouth falls open to again ask how as if I don’t understand the basic mechanics of making one. What I’m not understanding is his offer to make one with me.
“What does this mean, Leon?”
“It means I love you. You do everything for me and everyone else, and I want to give you this one thing. I want to have a baby with you.” His mouth returns to kissing me before I can respond. His lips retreat, moving down neck to my breast. To continue distracting me, his thick tongue laps at one nipple while his fingers pinch the other. My fingers curl around his ears and tug, lifting his head so he looks at me. 
“Leon, I’m serious. What does this mean?” I do not want to get my hopes up. I do not want my dreams shattered. I do not need false promises. “You said no promises.”
“When did I say that?” He pauses his seduction and rests on an elbow at my side. His chest rests against my thumping core as my thighs spread to allow him between them. A palm flattens on my belly, reverently staring at my skin. 
“The night of the football game, a few months ago. You said we didn’t need to make promises.”
“I said you didn’t have to promise me anything. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to promise you everything,” he says, holding my eyes, and I huff. He’s incredulous. 
“Leon, be real. What promises would you make me?” This conversation is irritating me. This isn’t a joke. This beautiful naked man is lying over me offering me the one thing I want most, so why am I not giving in to him? 
“You want real, baby? Here’s real—‘I would not wish any companion in the world but you.’”
“More Shakespeare,” I snap, not in the mood for his knowledge of the Bard.
“My man had it right, though. I do not wish to be with anyone but you, baby. You are my world. I want to be yours. I want a baby to be ours. That’s my promise to you. I’ll love you and cherish you and take care of you. Both of you.” He presses a kiss to my belly. “To strive to deserve you is all I ask.”
I swallow the sudden lump in my throat. “Was that Shakespeare?” I’m an English teacher, but that does not mean I have every line of the ancient playwright burned in my brain like Leon.
“That was a Leon original,” he teases and shifts to kiss one breast and then move to the other. He returns to the left one and circles my nipple with his tongue before opening wide and taking me into his warm mouth. He’s good at this distraction thing, but I’m not finished discussing this proposition.
“I like Leon originals,” I quietly say, releasing his ears and scratching my fingertips over his scalp. He sucks at my breast, tugging my nipple to a sharp peak and then moves back to the other achy globe, paying it equal homage. He looks up at me, all innocent eyes with a hint of mischief as his tongue circles the nipple before he takes the other breast in his mouth for another deep suck. He releases me with a pop.
“I’d like to write another Leon original.” A finger strokes down my middle, straight to my clit, and my hips rock at the touch. His rough fingertip flicks at the sensitive nub before his finger slips lower, entering me with a swift surge upward. Leon shifts his body to catch my sharp intake of breath with his mouth. He kisses me, telling me without words what he wants to give me. My body responds. My hips roll against the delicious intrusion of his finger, and he adds a second to prime me. 
“So you want to have a baby with me?” I mutter against his lips on mine. His smile curls his lips over mine.
“Among other things,” he mutters. He pulls back to glance where his fingers enter me. My hips dance under his attention. “I love how you respond to my touch.”
“What other things?” I question, refusing to fall completely for his sweet seduction. Not yet.
“One thing at a time, pretty lady.” He peers back at me, enjoying himself while he tortures me with his fingers and teases me with his vagueness. “Got one more quote and then I’m going to concentrate on making you happy.”
I stare at him. How does he have the brain power to even think of Shakespeare while his fingers are doing what he’s doing to me?
“‘She’s is beautiful, and therefore to be wooed; she is woman, and therefore to be won.’” His eyes hold mine. His fingers dipping deeper, taking their time to move forward and draw back. “Game on. I plan to win, pretty lady.”
“Shirts and skins?” I whisper, my mind muddled.
“Heart and soul,” he replies. His fingers dip in a way that makes the flutters in my belly start. He’s going to bring me to the edge quickly, and my breath hitches, warning him I’m close. That’s when he releases me, shoves down his boxer briefs, and spreads my thighs with his hips. He sets himself at my entrance and holds himself just outside of me. The tip presses against me, ready to impale and fulfill his new promises.
“You okay with this?” he questions, looking at me with a blip of hesitation. “Skin to skin,” he states, struggling with how close we are. The anticipation. The passion. 
“Heart to heart,” he whispers, and I nod. He’s already won me.
I brace for the rush, but he continues in a slow torturous stroke, slipping forward, dipping inward, and taking his time to fill me. I sigh in contentment. How can every time feel better than the last? Making love to him will never grow old. 
Leon pauses his movements, closing his eyes while a vein works at his neck. He pulls back, retreating to my entrance, but my body will not release him. My thighs clamp over his hips. My hands come to his backside, squeezing the firmness and begging him to remain inside me.
“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” he says as if he reads my thoughts. “I love you.” 
A sob leaves me for some reason. A mixture of disbelief and pleasure swell inside. He’s said it a few times, but it’s always had a condition with it. He loves me, that’s why he’s back. He loves me, that’s why he wants to stay. He loves me, that’s why he wants to give me a baby. But this? It’s just that simple. 
He loves me.
“You don’t need to say it, baby. I feel it.” He continues to prove to me how he reads me by moving forward, rocking his hips to increase the pace and filling me over and over again. “Your love surrounds me, and I am never letting it go.”
One tear leaks and then another. His thumb brushes them away. He stops talking, just working at pushing forward and pulling back until I can’t take it anymore. 
“Faster,” I whisper, and he shifts, resting his knees under me and lifting my lower half. He does all the work, increasing the pace, deepening the thrusts, and rushing to give me what I want most. He watches where he enters me, and I watch his face, filled with fascination. His hands clutch at my thighs until the strain becomes too much for him.
“Beautiful,” he murmurs watching himself enter me. His palm slides over my belly as if he can will my womb to fill. He stretches his thumb to my clit and strokes at the folds, playing me like an instrument. I’ve never felt anything like this. This connection. This love.
“Let me in,” he says, and I clench around him, swallowing him with each thrust, bringing him deeper into me.
“You’re in, Leon. You’re so in. Mind, body, heart, and soul,” I whimper over the jarring surge of him inside me.
“What are you saying?” he stammers as his thumb circles me, and his dick hammers faster into me.
“I love you,” I strain, and then I break, coming around him like I’ve never come before. It’s a warm blanket draped over me. A paintbrush tickling my skin. A rush of emotion spilling out of me. 
I reach for him, clutching at his biceps, holding him as if I’ll never let go. My thighs squeeze at his hips. He rocks three times as I come around him, and then he stills. I’m hyperaware of him jolting inside me, pouring his seed into me and another tear escapes.
Could this really be happening? Could he give me what I want most? His love. His child. It doesn’t seem possible after all we’ve been through, yet gazing up at him while keeping him buried inside me so nothing spills, I’m overwhelmed with more emotion than I’ve ever experienced. 
Leon keeps my hips tilted upward, and it feels really real . . . and so incredible.
“If this doesn’t take, we’ll just keep working at it,” Leon says, glancing up at me. “I promise to make this happen for us, and I’m as good as my word, baby. Always as good as my word.”
 
+ + + 
 
Leon and I spend the next month working on making a baby and preparing for the holidays with my family. We make it to the winter break from school, and once my literature exams are graded, I look forward to some time to relax.
The first weekend off, I plan to spend a day making Christmas cookies with my mother like I do every year. My sister and Emily are present, along with my niece, Katie. Lys is another new addition, and my mother smiles at her growing family. Cookie baking day is one of my favorite traditions. 
Leon drops me off early, asking if he can use my car for a few things during the day. I assume he’s doing last-minute Christmas shopping like any man does. I’d be lucky if I received anything from Trent that hadn’t been purchased a day or two before the holiday with the unforgivable words of that’s all they had left when it was the wrong size, wrong color, or simply something I did not want. I hadn’t looked forward to the holidays in years as much as I looked forward to this one. 
And it was all because of Leon.
“So I wanted to tell you something,” Emily says as we roll dough to be dropped into powdered sugar. “I’ve decided to adopt Katie.”
“Oh my God, that’s amazing!” I shriek, drawing the attention of my mother and Pam who don’t have quite the same reaction. I’m assuming they already know.
“Well, after all you admitted, I was reminded again that life is too short. I decided to approach Jess about making Katie mine. I mean, Debbie abandoned her, and I just love her so much.” My eyes cloud as do hers, proving the depth of love she feels for my brother’s daughter. Her daughter.
“I’m so excited for you. For all of you,” I say, looking up at Katie across the kitchen. 
Emily hesitates a second. She takes a deep breath and rushes out the rest. “After knowing everything you lost, and even though it’s not the same thing, I just didn’t want to upset you by adopting Katie.”
“Upset me?” I scoff. “I’m so happy.” I truly am as I have news of my own, but I decide now isn’t the time to share with them. This is Emily’s moment. I’m not certain anyway how to explain that Leon’s agreed to be my baby-daddy. It sounds a little surreal and a whole lot of scandalous, considering all we’ve been through, but I meant what I said—I love him—and I love that he wants to give this to me.
“How is Lena?” Emily asks. She knows that Lena plans to finish out the school year, continue to apply to college, and give the baby up for adoption. Maybe it’s another reason Emily decided to adopt Katie. Life is short, and we need to cherish the precious in it. 
“She’s doing really well. She’s strong-willed, so she’ll make it.” I have every confidence that while the decision isn’t one Lena made lightly, it’s the right decision for her and her baby. There’s a loving family out there who wants the gift. 
“Yes, she will,” Emily states confidently. 
“I’m so happy you came back for Jess,” I say, reaching for her hand and squeezing it. I love my soon-to-be sister-in-law and Katie’s future mother.
“And I’m happy Leon came back to you,” she says, catching my eye. “He’s been good for you.”
I almost giggle. She has no idea how good he is.
 



Lesson 29
Home means more than four walls. 
 
[Leon]
 
I’m pacing the living room nervously as her mom is driving her back to the house. Tricia had gone to her mother’s for their annual Christmas cookie baking day. I still don’t have a truck, so I asked Tricia if I could borrow her car. This assured she wouldn’t return home too soon. I didn’t purposely want Tricia to get drunk or miss a night in our bed together, but it played into my plan that she stayed the night at her mom’s by turning the cookie-making day into a girls’ overnight because of extra wine. 
Now, I’m worried what I’ve done will upset her more than please her, and I’m having a fucking meltdown when Jess hands me a beer.
“Relax. Women love this shit,” Jess teases. His eldest brother, Tom, helped as well as Ethan Scott, who’s returning the favors I’ve done him for his upcoming restaurant. Lys is in on my surprise too, so she stayed at Mary Carter’s last night and she’ll stay there again tonight as I’m hoping Tricia and I will be celebrating this gift.
“I don’t know, man. She’s organized and detailed. Lists and charts and shit. What if I got it wrong?”
“Then you replace it, or you don’t. She’ll live,” Tom interjects.
I want Tricia to love it. I want her to know how much I love her.
When she enters the house, I step forward to the front door, setting my beer on a riser to the staircase without having taken a sip.
“Hey, honey,” she greets me, hands full of plates piled with decorated cookies. Her mother stands behind her, carrying more cookies from their day.
“Baby,” I greet her, stepping up to kiss her temple. I take the plate from her hand, and she turns for the plate in her mother’s hands. 
“Let me take these to the kitchen,” she says, and I couldn’t have planned it any better. I follow her, slipping the plate I carry onto the dining room table as we pass through that room. I’m holding my breath when we near the kitchen and almost collide with her once she enters. 
She stares at the space. 
New stove and refrigerator. New countertop. New flooring that looks like hardwood. The kitchen previously had carpet. Who carpets a kitchen? Fresh paint on the wall.
“I-I . . .” she stutters, skimming her gaze over everything. 
“I know it’s not perfect yet. You told me you wanted to paint the cabinets since they are still solid, which we can do in the summer. We can cut out that cabinet if you want a dishwasher. Those old appliances just had to go, and the countertop was the one you showed me online.” She has this crazy thing called a Pinterest board with all her interests and hopes for a new kitchen, along with updated bathrooms plus furniture. It’s a bit backward to put in the flooring and appliances plus countertop before painting the cabinets but the new look does wonders for the space. She hadn’t yet decided on a tile for the backsplash.
“You gave me a new kitchen.” She’s still holding the plate of cookies, her mouth gaping as she tries to take it all in. Black granite counter. Stainless steel appliances. The floor is a light gray wood imitation that is better for a kitchen cleanup. The cabinets are still solid—nothing a good coat of paint won’t revive.
“You gave me a new kitchen,” Tricia repeats, still not looking at me but surveying the space.
“Merry Christmas,” I say hesitantly, looking over my shoulder at Tom, Jess, and Ethan, who spent two days helping me complete this rush job. With her stunned reaction, I’m not certain how she’s taking it. I turn back to her.
“In the Latino culture, the kitchen is the center of a home, and I noticed in your mother’s house it is too, so I wanted to give that to you. A kitchen is the place a house becomes a home.” 
She slowly turns to me, still holding the plate of cookies, and blinks. I take the plate from her hands, worried she’ll drop it, and set it on the new countertop. We took out the oversized table. Her family all chipped in to buy her a new one for Christmas.
“You made me a home,” she whispers. A tear leaks from her eye.
Shit.
“Did I get it wrong, pretty lady?”
With that, she bursts into tears and falls into my arms. Then the next minute, she’s climbing my body, knees raised at my hips, and arms around my neck. She’s kissing my face. Between her tears and her kisses, every inch of my cheeks is wet, and I’m laughing because I don’t know what this is.
“You gave me a home,” she mutters between kisses, balancing on my body as I hold her under her ass even though her brothers stand behind us, and her mother is watching. “I love this so much. I love you so much. Leon, thank you. Thank you for this.” 
Her mouth crushes against mine, and I stumble back from her eagerness.
“Hey, we helped, too,” Ethan calls out, hinting I should share her enthusiasm, but there is no way I am.
“So did I, but I want none of that,” Tom gags behind us.
“I want that, so it’s time I get home to Emily,” Jess says, and Tricia finally leans back, but remains clamped onto me.
“Thank you, all of you,” she calls out and then returns to my mouth. We don’t hear any of them leave.
 
+ + +
 
“Please,” she whimpers. We were on our way up to our bedroom as Tricia wanted to thank me for the gift of a kitchen—for the second time. She’s already thanked me once, falling to her knees on the new kitchen floor and taking me with her mouth, but now we’re bent over the dining room table, and I’m thrusting into her. She jumped on my back as we left the kitchen and nipped at my neck. I knew I couldn’t wait the distance it would take to get up the stairs. I flipped her to the dining room table, repaying her eager appreciation with my mouth between her thighs before we took to this position.
“Thank you,” she stutters as I enter her over and over again. Little does she know I’m the one grateful for her, and if I’d have known she was hot for appliances, I’d have taken her to a home improvement store every night. Then again, we’ve been having sex often enough with or without new appliances, so there’s been no loss by not visiting a Home Depot. 
“You are so beautiful,” I say to her, my eyes gazing over her body spread out on the antique wood like a feast. Her legs dangle off the edge of the table, and my arms hold me upright as I repeatedly surge into her. My fingers reach for her clit. On a final cry, she stills, arching her back like she does when she comes, and I go off inside her, giving her more of me each time we join like this. I’m waiting for the day she says it takes—we’re having a baby—but I’m prepared to keep trying until it does.
That night as we lounge on our bed, and she turns to me. “I don’t think I can top a kitchen with my Christmas gift for you.”
“You already give me everything, baby. I don’t need anything more.” I really don’t, and I’m not just saying that to get into her pants one more time before we sleep.
“How did you afford the kitchen?” I’ve been telling her I planned to get a truck near the holidays.
“Uhm…” Yeah, the truck needs to wait a little longer, but I don’t mention it until her hand claps on my forearm.
“Leon, what did you do?” 
“I gave you a kitchen,” I state, looking up at her sitting next to me. 
“But a truck?” 
“Can wait.”
She groans. “Leon, why would you do this?”
“Want to give the kitchen back?”
“No, but still.”
“I love you, baby. I want to give you everything. I want you to feel safe. A home. A baby. Me.”
I can almost read her thoughts, rambling over the list I just gave her. 
“I love you, too, but what will you do?” she says.
“Be extra careful on my bike.” Her concern warms my heart because I know she worries I’ll skid on black ice. “Let’s not talk about the bike. Let me tell you what I want.”
Her brows pinch, and I hold her gaze until she agrees.
“Pick a nightie.”
Her smile grows. We’ve already had sex twice and showered together. I don’t know if I can go for another round after setting up that kitchen all day, but this isn’t about sex. I watch as she stands, goes to the dresser and puts on a skin-colored item with lace down the middle. It’s the nightie she considered delicate laundry before we were together.
“Now, put on those red-rimmed glasses of yours.”
“How do you…?” Her voice drifts.
“The window, remember?” Her lips curl into a smile. She knows what I’m talking about. We used to watch one another.
“I have different lenses now.” Sometimes she wears glasses when she grades papers.
“I want the red ones,” I tell her, and she digs them out of a basket under her nightstand. At the same time, I reach for a book near my side of the bed. She sits on the covers, but I pull them back and tell her to bend her knees and tuck only her feet under the blanket.
Looking up at her, I perch up on my elbow and watch as she does what I ask. 
“I’d look over here and see you sitting like this. Toes tucked, glasses on, a book in hand, and I’d wonder what you were reading. How it made you laugh or gasp, or did it make you hot? I wanted whatever it was that gave you those expressions. I wanted it for me. So, pretty lady, you are my gift this holiday. Just sitting like this with those red lenses and that nightie, you can read me some of this, and I’ll be the happiest man ever.”
She bites her lower lip, fighting a smile, and takes the book from me. “Shakespeare, of course.” 
I point at the page I want her to read, and she begins Juliet’s lines about being bought and sold but not yet bedded. As she reads, my fingers trace along the underside of her raised, bent knee, and I skim under the back of her thigh to the curve of her ass on the mattress. Her breath hitches, but I tell her to keep reading. I slip my finger inside her panties because that view from the window used to make me hot, but the real thing, being in our bed, is even hotter. In minutes, Shakespeare is forgotten, but her nightie and red glasses remain on as I make love to her in our bed, grateful for the gift of her.
 
 
 
 
 



Epilogue
The greatest lesson we learn is to love.
 
Two months later
 
[Tricia]
 
Somehow, I’d convinced Leon to help me coach my middle school girls’ basketball team. It might be all the sexual favors I offered him, but he doesn’t seem to mind. The girls are not the best, but they have heart, and they are only eleven. It’s February, and we’ve just finished our season finals. Leon asks me to stay after the game and shoot around a little while. My back aches a bit. I haven’t been feeling well most of this month, finding my energy has been zapped this winter, but our team lingers on the sidelines.
“How about a little one-on-one between Coach Carter and me?” Leon taunts the team, and I glare at him. We can’t play ball in front of them. He’ll get all handsy and inappropriate. And they. Are. Eleven. Unfortunately for me, the girls cheer and scream, and I give in easily to peer pressure. 
“Shirts and skins,” I grumble. Leon will not agree to us playing in that manner before a crowded gym.
“Skin on skin later, baby,” Leon teases, giving me a crooked smile. Then his voice gets louder as he explains his rules. “How about this? We’ll play a little spelling game. Each time I make a shot, the girls will flip over a card.” 
I look up to find the team holding up blank sheets of paper, high and proud above their heads. Lys stands at the end of the line, and I’m wondering what she’s up to as she smiles at her brother.
“If Coach Carter makes the shot following mine, the letter stays. If Coach Carter misses, it goes away. Follow me?”
It’s a basic around-the-key basketball drill with this additional element.
“What the heck, Ramirez?” I grouse, but he steps to the left of the basket, makes a simple layup, and I follow. Allison flips the first paper and a giant M appears. 
Leon steps to the right of the hoop, shoots again, and the next girl turns over an A. My heart races, and my suspicion skyrockets. I shoot and miss, and the A goes away. 
Panic settles in. “Let me try again,” I cry out, but the girls sigh and groan, refusing to allow me a second chance.
Leon shoots again. The A returns. I shoot, and the A stays.
He moves to the top of the key. With two shots in a row and two following shots by me, a set of Rs appear.
“Leon,” I whisper, as he passes me on his way to the free throw line. His shot sails through the hoop. Mine wobbles the rim before dropping through the net. I almost have a heart attack. Once it drops, Hannah proudly turns her paper to Y, and the girls start to hop up and down. 
I turn on Leon.
“Oh my God,” I whisper as his silver eyes dance. 
“Three more cards, baby.” 
I keep the ball, shoot and rebound my own shot. I shoot again and again.
“She’s cheating,” Leon teases, but he nods at the girls to flip the final three cards, and I read them altogether.
M -A - R - R - Y - M - E - ?
The girls bounce around, and the letters jiggle while they cheer. Lys stands with the girls wearing the largest smile I’ve ever seen on her. I turn back to Leon who stands at the top of the key. With parents and family friends as witnesses, he drops to his knee, and I slowly walk to him. 
“There are many things I don’t know to be true, but this I give to you. My heart, my soul, my body. My essential being belongs with you.”
“I don’t know that one,” I say, focused on the box in his hand as it blurs from the tears in my eyes.
“It’s a Leon original,” he says, popping open the box to show me a square cut diamond with an emerald on either side of it. 
“I love Leon originals,” I whisper, staring down at the ring.
“This next line isn’t so original, but I’ve been waiting to use it on you for a while. Will you marry me, pretty lady?”
My eyes see his sparkling, just like the ring before him. 
“Yes, honey. I would love to marry you.” I cup his cheek as I give him my answer, my entire body trembling. Leon slips the ring on my finger as my head continues to nod. Once finished, I kiss him before our audience. The small crowd erupts. The team screams and hollers, but I don’t hear any of it over the beating of my heart.
“I have a line for you, too, honey,” I say as he rises from his knee, his hands on my hips. “I’m pregnant.”
Leon stares at me, his eyes widening while the crowd around us still cheers a bit. 
“That’s it. Not very original. I’m preg—” 
Leon lets out a whoop, wraps his arms around me, and hoists me into the air by my waist. His mouth crushes mine, and more cheers follow along with some ews and a couple of gags.
“Quit kissing,” someone calls out.
“You’re frightening the children,” Jess says somewhere to the side of us. Leon sets me down, puts his hand over my belly, and looks up at my brother. Lys has made it to center court, and I reach out an arm for her, drawing her into our moment with a side hug.
“She’s having my baby.”
Jess’s brows lift. “That happened fast. Did you hear that, Katie bug? He asked her to marry him, kissed her, and now she’s pregnant, so no kissing allowed and no marriage proposals until fifty.” Katie stands next to Jess and giggles into her hand. 
“Who’s not allowed to kiss?” Emily asks, making her way to us and slipping a hand across Jess’s back.
“Leon got Tricia pregnant because he kissed her,” Jess explains incorrectly.
Emily’s eyes widen, and she looks at me for confirmation. When I nod, she nearly leaps for me, hugging me and screaming in my ear about how excited she is. 
“Take it easy. Precious cargo,” Leon says, freeing me from Emily’s clasp and bringing me back to his side.
“If kissing makes you pregnant, does that mean Emily’s having a baby because Daddy’s always kissing her?” Katie asks. Her voice is still low after years of disuse, but her observations are as sharp as ever. She giggles again, the sweetest sound, and we all laugh while Emily shakes her head. Her twisted smile tells me they’ve been trying as well, but they have a wedding to plan. They’re getting married this coming summer. 
 
+ + + 
 
After the congratulations are received and the crowd thins, only Leon and I remain in the middle school gym. Lys went out for pizza with Jess, Emily, and Katie, and we’ll be meeting them at the pizza place.
“I know I’ve only just asked, but I don’t really want to wait, so when can we get married?” Leon says as we stand in the center of the court once again. His arms are wrapped around me, and I lean into him.
“With Emily and Jess getting married next summer, could we wait until next winter?”
“Winter? Do you know how cold it gets up here?” He shivers against me.
“You grew up in Chicago. Think it’s any warmer there?”
He laughs and bends forward, taking my lips, and giving me a long kiss which lingers after he releases me.
“‘Now is the winter of our discontent,’” Leon quotes, and then he pauses.
“You know that one does not work unless you’re saying you’re unhappy,” I explain.
“Unhappy? Never—but I always knew you’d be trouble.” He winks. “The best kind of trouble, of course.” His mouth returns to mine for a brief kiss.
“But speaking of winter. I was thinking more like this winter, as in, say . . . next week?” Leon hesitates, and I’m surprised by the suggestion.
“Don’t you want a wedding?” He’s never been married. Doesn’t he want some of the fanfare of a ceremony?
“As long as you’re the one I’m tying myself to, I don’t need anything special, baby. Unless you want to do it.” He leaves off the word again, and I’m grateful. I don’t really need to repeat a large church wedding with all the trimmings. “Could we still have a party? A way to celebrate?”
Leon glances at me skeptically. “If we what, get married at a courthouse?”
“Yes?”
“Is that a yes to a courthouse wedding?”
“Yes, again,” I tease in return.
“Absolutely. We definitely need a party. Think Jess and Emily will be our witnesses? I’d ask Lys and Levi, but they aren’t old enough. Maybe they can just be present as well.” 
“I love that.” I love that he wants to include his sister and Levi, and I have no doubt Jess and Emily will proudly stand up with us. 
We kiss again until I need to get him home. The early stages of pregnancy have had some benefits, including my already raised libido being turned up a notch. Leon and I thought it was just baby-making desire, but now we know I’m pregnant. I had my suspicions but didn’t want to hope. A week ago, I finally went to the doctor after not feeling so well, and he told me the good news. 
“Next time, you tell me right away,” Leon scolds, and I laugh.
“What makes you think there will be a next time?” I say, rubbing a hand over my belly, which has a long way to go before it shows I’m pregnant.
“Oh, there will be a next time, and a next, and maybe a next. And one more for a full team.”
“Five?” I choke. 
“Five.” Leon exhales. “That’s a good number,” he says. “It was mine when I played in the Little League. Always knew it would be lucky for me one day.” He looks down at me, tugging me into his side as we walk. “Today is that lucky day, pretty lady.”
He pauses, and I wonder where his thoughts have gone, but I know my man. Shakespeare rears his head again.
“‘The course of true love doth not run smooth,’ but by some unknown force, that course eventually led me to you, and I’d take those bumps again and again as long as I found you in the end.”
“Leon,” I whisper. He really is romantic. I mean, a reformed gang member who loves his motorcycle, Shakespeare, and babies? Be still my beating heart. It’s not a Shakespeare original, but I don’t need one. I read this man with my heart, and I plan to re-read him again and again.
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Excerpt
Look With Your Heart – Book 3 in the Heart Collection
 
Card 1: Scotch-on-the-rocks
Ice, cubed; glass half-empty
 
[Ethan]
 
When are you ever going to own your own home, E? I ask myself as I ride my Harley through the quiet streets of my small town. 
When I grow up, I counter.
Isn’t thirty-three grown up enough?
By most people’s standards it is. By my standard, also, but I’ve had some setbacks on my journey through life, like giving up a promising job near Detroit to come back to the area for Mum. Cancer sucks. My previous employment at The Elk Resort wasn’t bad. The name is impressive on a resume but moving from one kitchen to another as a chef is only lateral. I want to move up. I want to own my own place. A restaurant is more important to me than a house.
Then again, if it was so important, I shouldn’t have gotten caught with my cookie in the cookie jar of the resort owner’s barely-over-age daughter. In my defense, I didn’t know she was so young or related to the boss. I needed that job, dammit, if for no other reason than I had a rent-free room at the resort. I save every extra penny for my dream, and I refused to move back home when I returned to this lakeside town. I cannot live with my dad, a cherry farmer whose disappointment in me is larger than all the orchards of this area combined. My father stopped caring about my life the second I announced I was dropping out of college to work in a restaurant kitchen. I needed practical experience, not a classroom education, I argued back then. 

“It was your turn to take your mother…” My dad’s voice rings in my head, as I recall our most recent fight from yesterday. Even the sound of my engine can’t melt away the tone of his gruff voice, the displeasure in it, and the sheer exasperation at my lacking responsibility according to him.
“To treatment,” I added because my father could hardly finish his sentence. My mother is in chemotherapy and it scares the shit out of him. 
 “I forgot.” It wasn’t true but the alternative—telling him I had an interview—is something I wasn’t ready to share yet. 
“You forgot? You forgot! Ethan, I don’t know where this irresponsible side comes from.” I tuned out the rest of his speech where he reminds me I’m over thirty and don’t have my shit together. Not everyone is perfect like my sister Karyn or successful like my brother Gavin. Some of us just take longer to bloom.
A cherry orchard similar to our own whizzes by as I let loose a bit on the throttle and open up on the one-lane backroads., weaving my way through the area, letting the blacktop beneath my tires loosen my anxiety. It’s an overcast morning, gloomy for early-September, with a hint that fall is on its way. Change is coming, my mother would always say on a day like today. My mum is a ray of sunshine during a storm. Being her baby son, we’re tight and I hate the fact I disappoint her in some ways as well. She’s more understanding of my dream in comparison to my dad. While she’s smaller in stature, and even more frail under her current condition, her strength is the size of her heart. She just wants me to be happy. I just want to be happy.
I’ll need to head to my new employer’s place soon. I can’t go without a job, and although the situation seems sketchy, I’ll do anything short term for money. The end goal needs to stay in sight. I want to prove to my dad, but more so to myself, I can have my dream and live it too.
Pam Carter set up the arrangement for this new gig. I’m close with the woman I once had a crush on as a young boy. Her short form with miles of curves and straw-blonde hair were a trigger for my adolescent libido. Now, we’re practically family as our older siblings are married to each other. She’s been good to me over the years, perhaps better than I deserve at times. I don’t understand her connection to my future boss, but I didn’t question her.
The interview process returns to my thoughts in a cluster of images.
Pam directed me to the coffee bar in the main lobby of The Elk where I would find a man reading a book. She described him as forty, nearly shaved head with salt-n-peppered scruff. “He’ll look like an MMA fighter but studious.” I had no idea what that would mean until I saw the man. 
Jacob Vincentia, he introduced himself as he shook my hand and eyed my outfit which was clean but not pressed. He asked me the most random questions.
“Have you ever been in a fight?”
Maybe once or twice—just simple bar scuffles.  I didn’t know if he wanted me to answer in the affirmative, so I said no.
“Pam tells me you like women.”
Was there a question there?
“What’s your favorite food?”
Does any chef have a favorite? I liked simple meals with basic, natural ingredients. I didn’t need heavy glazes and sauces to mask what I considered the essence of an item. Foods should work together, complement one another, not fight to overpower the flavor of one another.
He told me his favorite food was pizza. “It covers all the food groups in one.” I wasn’t checking him out, but his solid form did not live on pizza alone. He could kick my ass even if he was four inches shorter than me. His body language alone told me that. 
“Pam trusts you, so I trust you.” 
And that was it. I was hired on the spot to do God knows what. 
Cook a little. Grocery shop some. And be a presence, whatever the hell that means.
He mentioned trusting Pam, and as I trust her, I took the job. I also need the cash and it’s a ridiculous amount he offered me for a few weeks of service. I don’t understand all the secrecy and vagueness behind it, but I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth, or in this case, some scrappy guy willing to trust me and pay me thousands of dollars to make him a meal or two.
Eventually, I head for the highway leading north from Elk Lake City and make my way to Winter’s Road. Then, I take a sharp left onto Winter’s Trail. It’s a curvy dirt drive surrounded by deep woods. Rather narrow, it’s more like a broad path with the heaviness of pines and maples on either side of it. The branches overhead make the ride ominous and foreboding. A suffocating weight presses on the thick foliage under the overcast sky above. My eyes leap upward for only a second, seeking any sign of sunlight. 
When I lower them, there’s something in my way, or rather someone.
I slam on the brakes, jolting me forward. My bike skids on the pebbly surface, fishtailing left and right. I’m creeping up to the slender figure before me, coming in too fast on this unstable road.
Why isn’t she moving?
And there’s no doubt it’s a woman before me because no other body could be sculpted in such perfection from the backside.
Long, firm legs in black leggings strut like a gazelle, graceful yet athletic. A tight, heart shaped ass melts under a too-thin waist. The form fitting shirt hints at muscles in a slender back. Elegant limbs bend, holding a runner’s pose as she struts forward. A cap covers her head, securing up her hair.
I twist and turn, attempting to keep the bike from colliding with a tree or clipping her but I’m still slipping out of control. My trajectory is too fast. The front tire nears her perfect foot and I call out to her. 
“Watch out.”  
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(L)ittle (B)its of Gratitude
 
As Tricia Carter’s story was originally the end of the Heart Collection (formerly the Sensations Collection), I had a long list of gratitude and bittersweet emotions at ending the Carters and Scotts romantic tales. But with the rewrite of this edition, Tricia moved up in the order of books.
As a former teacher, Tricia’s story is extra special to me as I worked in a community with gang affiliation (unlike Tricia). I also taught in a school that was mostly Hispanic and thus, my students became a wealth of information both from their personal experiences and family circumstances. I’m still indebted to those who shared the funny antidotes of their family life, rounding out the Ramirezes. 
To my students: J, J, N, X, L, and M, for humoring their teacher and telling me the ins and outs of Mexican traditions. Especially to J, for sharing his father’s journey in and out of a gang, and another J, whose real-life story inspired this one in many, many ways.
In addition to the life experiences of twelve to eighteen year olds, the reading of this edition was done by adults for sensitivity purposes. To Joyce M., Judy P., Danielle V., Michelle T., Maria Angie M., and Miriam M., thank you for reading this work and relating to it on some level. Your kind words and assistance were so important and valuable to me. I hope I did justice to the Latino culture, but if there is still fault in some manner, it is all mine.
I’m thankful every day for my Facebook group, Loving L.B., and the wonderful readers within it who are constant and generous.
If this is your first read of this work, thank you so much for giving Tricia and Leon a chance. If you are doing a re-read of this new edition, gosh, I hope you find it 100 times better than the original and fall in love with Leon (and Tricia) in a new way. It’s the story they were meant to have!
And finally, to my own family, with traditions and heartache, love and laughter of our own: Mr. Dunbar, MD, MK, JR, and A, you are my everything.
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