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RANDOM ON TOUR: LOS ANGELES



Prologue
Maggie
Liam began banging a plastic fork against a plastic Champagne flute. “Again! Again!” he cried out as we imitated him, the dull sound of plastic on plastic making me laugh. 
I was with the band, Random Acts of Crazy, on the rooftop of the building that housed the concert hall where they’d just played, and the band’s drummer, Sam, had just proposed to his girlfriend, Amy.
She’d said yes. We greeted their resulting kiss with cheers and catcalls, more alcohol and lots of cake. So much cake.  
Liam’s girlfriend and my best friend, Charlotte, had invited me to the concert and I’d come up for this after-party, reluctant to be around human beings this day of all days. It was an anniversary of sorts for me.
One I’d like to never celebrate.
But it celebrated me, like it or not.
Seven years ago, to the day, I was gang-raped by three men on my college campus.
Seven years ago I was torn into tiny little pieces of Maggie. It had taken a lot of glue over the last seven years to make those pieces fit together again and make up something resembling a whole.
Watching Sam kiss Amy so tenderly, her engagement ring sparkling in the glow of lights on the rooftop, I smiled. It was a real smile, one filled with mirth and appreciation and a little too much Champagne, perhaps. Getting drunk might not be the most responsible thing to do right now, but I didn’t much care. 
“Someday, you,” Charlotte said to me, her own voice a little loose. 
“You first,” I said, my eyes flitting over to her boyfriend, Liam. They’d reunited after years apart, a simple misunderstanding finally cleared up after fate stepped in and made them see each other again. We were outside on this fine, clear evening, a few stars shining through the obscured city sky, the bright lights and teeming activity on the roads below us a reminder that we were in a tiny little cocoon. Just a bubble. 
The world outside us went on, oblivious to the massive shift that had just taken place for Sam and Amy. When the world is so big, what feels like a tectonic plate shift on a personal level is nothing more than the movement of a hair in the larger sense.
I guzzled another flute of Champagne and froze, the liquid in my throat, waiting to be swallowed. 
Tyler was here.
We’d met a few times before, in passing. He was the substitute bass player for the band; I was the lead guitar player’s girlfriend’s best friend. In that weird sort of social circle thing where Venn diagrams get laid over different groups, Tyler and I were bound to be in the crossover once in a while.
He looked so hot. Short brown hair. A few days of beard. Bright green eyes that were more guarded than a Russian mobster’s. He was sleeved, the colorful tattoos a tapestry, but every time I met him I couldn’t quite see them. We only saw each other in dark concert halls, or tonight, under the stars.
He gave Sam a rare smile and a hearty handshake, forearm muscles bulging. I wondered what it would be like to have those hands on me. My fingers tracing those tats. Listening to him tell me the story of his naked body while he forgave mine.
Forgave it for failing me.
I shook my head fast to banish the thoughts that drew me into places so dark they became black holes of the soul. The gravity of trauma had a way of sucking all the good into it, and tonight I wasn’t going to let that happen. The opposite, in fact.
Tonight I was going to fuck Tyler.
He didn’t know it yet, but that was okay. He would. Soon.
“Maggie?” Charlotte handed me another drink and gave me a half-smile. “You look like you’re a million miles away.”
I ran one hand through my orange hair and drank some more courage. Not too much, but not too little. The only action I’d seen in five years involved my own hands and devices with batteries, and that had been torture. I didn’t quite count a few kisses with guys in bars on dance floors that smelled like sour alcohol and bleach. Those furtive attempts to prove I could let someone touch me sexually had been more like mini therapy sessions than anything arousing.
Tyler was definitely arousing.
“I’m ready,” I whispered, willing the shake to leave my voice.
Her already-big eyes widened, like white globes with brown pools in the middle. Charlotte’s dark, straight hair was cut with bangs that were so perfect they were like a blade.
“Tyler? You’re picking a guy whose nickname is Frown for your first...oh, Maggie, are you sure?” 
My eyes met hers.
“You are sure,” she hissed, sucking air in through her teeth. Charlotte was nothing if not tactful and cool under pressure as long as she was dealing with someone else’s crisis. She was clearly weighing her judgment. “I know you were thinking about doing this, but...him?” 
I just nodded, then shrugged. “It has to be someone, right? He’s nice. Kind of rough in an appealing way. Non-judgmental. Not at all hard on the eyes.” 
“No, not at all,” Charlotte said, interrupting me. She rolled her lips in as if fixing her lipstick. I knew she was curating Tyler. Evaluating him. Biting her lips and assessing him like a specimen. Was he Maggie worthy? She was deciding.
“And he doesn’t talk. No feelings to worry about. Easy peasy. How many guys get a one-night stand offer from a chick?” I asked, my tone far lighter than my heart. My palms began to sweat. My face, too. I felt a drop trickle between my breasts. I’d worn actual lingerie today, a bra and panties that were made in this decade and that matched. 
Just in case. Just...in case.
She snorted. I took the moment to drink some more. The fuzzy warm blanket coating my skin made my idea seem so much better. Fucking brilliant, in fact. Sleep with a friend of my best friend’s boyfriend. Tyler couldn’t be a total asshole to me, right? He had as much invested in being decent to me as I had in getting him to help me just get this over with.
Reboot my sexual self. Defragment my clit. Clear my hard drive. Something like that. Damn, that Champagne was good. 
“Don’t ask Liam that question,” she said in a sour tone. Oh. Ouch. Her turn to chug a Champagne flute. 
Darla walked over with two plates in her hand, pieces of celebratory cake the size of lion paws resting on them. “Eat,” she ordered. Darla was the band manager and Trevor and Joe’s girlfriend. Brash and big, blonde and bold, she was a tour de force and had no filter.  
I liked her. She, Trevor and Joe were in a threesome that Liam mocked endlessly, but it worked for them. More power to them. 
I watched Tyler and licked my lips. Charlotte took both plates and handed one to Liam, who took it absentmindedly and returned to his conversation with Trevor. They were discussing electric guitars the way Charlotte talked about vibrators with Amy.  
Charlotte returned her attention to me, her mouth full of cake and her eyes full of questions.
See, I don’t do this. That whole seven year thing happened for a reason, and the reason is that I don’t do this. But there are only so many therapy sessions and web searches and nightmares and group therapy sessions and late-night rescues with students at the college where I’m a Resident Director that you can manage before you go out of your mind with wanting to get the Big Fucking Deal Moment of your trauma history out of the way.
And fucking Tyler would accomplish that.
I hoped. 
Was it a good plan? Was it a safe plan? Was it a rational plan?
Probably not.
But when you’re trying to escape from the internalized identity of That Gang Rape On Campus Girl, you stop caring after a while.
After about seven years.
Tyler
The chick with the multi-colored hair was giving me the eye. And the creeps. But mostly the eye. I knew that look. That was the look of a nervous but desperate woman who wanted sex.
I didn’t play that game.
I was here because Darla called me and said that I should come. I didn’t play in the concert, but I came tonight to watch and because Darla asked me to join the engagement party. Sam was a cool guy. Amy was the kind of girl who looked down on me for the three years I was in high school, but she wasn’t like that to me. She was just that kind. The kind of chick who thought she understood anything about the world she could put into a neat little box.
Eventually they learned. I guessed. I guessed they learned that the world doesn’t work that way. I didn’t know any women like that up close, so all I could do was guess.
“Hey, Maggie!” Darla called out, walking over to her with two plastic cups of Champagne. Maggie. That’s right. I sucked at names.
I didn’t suck at faces. She’d stuck in my mind since the first time we met. She was carrying a blow up sex toy doll that day.
You didn’t forget that kind of thing.
Long, dyed hair. Three or four colors. She had eyes that were so fucking blue they must have been painted on. Fake lenses. A ton of piercings and a nasty scar up one cheekbone. That made me pause. What the hell happened to her? You don’t get that kind of mark from living a pampered life like most of the people at this party. 
Maybe I misjudged her.
I didn’t fuck chicks who came on to me like I was something you try on, like a dress at a store in the mall you thought it would be fun to slip into for a minute. A disguise. A distraction. I’d been offered plenty of tester pussy. Like getting spritzed at the perfume counter at the mall—here’s a sample. Check out my scent.
They liked to get their turn on the bad-boy inked-up dude ride. And then they went home to their perfect houses in the suburbs, where Mommy and Daddy paid for everything and expected them to live cookie-cutter lives.
Been there, done that, had the memories of uncomfortable looks when I asked for a second date burned into my brain like a brand.
I was the guy you fucked so you could tell your friends you had a bad boy.
I wasn’t the guy you brought home for dinner.
Maggie, though...that scar. The hair that looked like something out of a My Little Pony commercial. All those studs in her nose and ears. Women who made themselves look like that did it to filter out the world. 
So did guys. 
“How’s it going?” she asked. Darla handed me a beer and walked away, a satisfied smile on her face. I had a hard time with words but not with facial expressions. More than one woman here wanted to see me with Maggie. I felt like a gazelle being watched by a pack of lions on one of those nature shows my dad left on after he passed out from his nightly twelve pack. The gazelle at the watering hole during a drought, being looked over by the pack of hungry lions.  
Cougar, actually. Maggie’s a good five years older than me.
“Good.” I drank my beer in one long motion, trying not to choke. Her eyes raked over my arm as I lifted it, widening, then going back to normal. Whatever normal meant. 
Leave. My internal warning system told me to get the fuck out of here. Do not engage. Do not touch. She was Charlotte’s best friend and you don’t taint the waters when your only paid gigs come from this chick’s best friend’s boyfriend’s band.
I was normally damn good at listening to my inner warning system.
It was hard to listen through that much color.
Her hand landed on my bare arm, two fingers pressing with a feather-light touch against one of my tats. The brush of her fingers made my thighs clench, my throat tighten, and my heart speed up double, as time itself slowed down.
“What’s that?” She gave me a smile so bright it lit up half the world, her eyes guarded but clear. So clear. 
“An arm.”
She poked hard with those fingers and nudged me. Making excuses to touch me. My body responded, too. Of course it did. The very small number of words my brain could hold at the same time became even smaller. She smelled like soap and sweat, like sweet wine and kisses.
I couldn’t sleep with her.
Her finger traced a slow line on the border of my tat, following the labyrinth pattern with a kind of aimless wandering. She was using any excuse she could find to touch me and to keep touching me. I looked at her face, her eyes tipped down, her upper lip tucked between her teeth as she tried to breathe nice and steady.
Her pulse fluttered on her neck. She swallowed every few seconds. I narrowed my eyes and really took a good look.
This wasn’t a bad boy fuck pass. She wasn’t slumming. If it had just been that I’d have doubled up on my no.
Damn it, she had something way deeper going on.
And so did I.
Bzzzz.
I jumped, my ass suddenly tingling. She stumbled slightly, her shoulder brushing against my chest, her scent filling me with a madness that made me need to kiss her. What was she doing? What was I doing?
I shoved my hand in my back pocket and pulled out my phone. Looked at the screen.
Double fuck. A text from dad. I scanned it:
Got puled over and stuck n county only had to beers need bail.
Dad wasn’t the best speller, but his English writing skills weren’t exactly his biggest problem.
“Ah, fuck,” I muttered.
“Thought you’d never ask,” Maggie said in a voice that would have made me laugh if I didn’t have a seventeen-year-old brother back home, two thousand miles away, who was about to be abandoned.
And my savings account was about to go to bail out a dad on his third DUI in two years.
We were standing by the rooftop door and she yanked my arm, hard, pulling me behind the brick wall, away from the crowd. My phone almost fell out of my hand but I stuffed it in my front pocket. Her mouth was hot on mine in seconds, my back against gritty brick, the push of my shoulder blades against solid rock registering as her teeth banged against mine.
My brain turned into a pile of ribbons, shiny and slippery and tied in knots. Her hands roped round the back of my neck and she tasted like every drunk girl I’d ever fucked.
I didn’t want her to become just another drunk girl I’d fuck.
That mouth, though. She pulled away, her eyes on my lips, and went for a second kiss, this one less awkward. Warmer, filled with something more than the fumbling of a wasted chick. My hands slipped around her waist and her fingers played with the curve of my ears, trickling down to my jaw line.
She touched me like she hadn’t touched a man in years.
Bzzzz.
“Shit!” I rasped, pushing her gently away, reaching in my front pocket and pressing the power button to turn the fucking phone off. Turn the problem off. Turn my dad off. 
Chicks like Maggie didn’t get involved with guys with fucked up lives like mine. Dad’s arrest, my rescue, my brother’s need.
Everybody wanted something from me.
“Tyler,” she said in a voice filled with longing. A very hard part of me softened. Not the part I wished would go soft, though. I shifted myself in my pants, willing the erection way.
Don’t need a boner when duty calls back home.
“Uh, Maggie, I gotta go.”
“Home?” She bit that lip again and my hands itched to grab her and kiss her. For me to kiss her this time. 
No. Women like her don’t get guys like you. 
“Something like that.”
“I’ll come home with you,” she said, her words a little hazy. I reached out and touched her chin, tipping her face up. Eyes burning with desire met mine.
I’m sure mine burned, too.
With a layer of rage underneath.
That rage built so fast, like a molotov cocktail, flaring up inside. She was there. She was in front of me. She became the target. I had to protect her from it, but she’d get licked by the flames no matter what.
“I’m not into necrophilia,” I spat out, turning away. Those ribbons in my brain spilled out, unraveling like a kite string as a huge gust of wind hits out of nowhere.
“Huh?” Hurt and fear made those blue eyes the color of an unreal sky.
“You’re two drinks away from passing out, and I don’t do that to chicks. Not my style. I have a thing about that. I like my women awake when I have sex with them. Call me crazy.” Deflect. Turn it around. Make her pissed off. Make her walk away. Then I could just go back to nothing. Forget she ever existed. 
Even as my arm ached where she’d touched me. The same fingers that seconds ago were touching me pulled back, like she was about to hit me. 
She was white with fury but said nothing. Just stood there, her eyes filled with a bunch of pain caused by me. Me. Fuck. 
So I spelled it out. “You’re drunk. Try me again some time when you’re sober.”
And then I didn’t know what to do, so I did what I always do.
I walked away.
She ran past me to the rooftop door, yanking it open so hard the handle caught my crotch as it ricocheted. I folded in half, the wind knocked out of me.
Guess I deserved that.
At least my boner was gone.
One less thing to worry about as I called the bail bondsman back home.
I had him in my contacts list already.



Chapter One
Two months later
Maggie
There is a point where a person gets sick of watching a video of a naked man hanging from a third-story window with a chicken attached to his ass.
It is, roughly, the thirteenth time in a row.
Of all the days for Charlotte’s car to die. She asked me to give her a ride into Boston to visit Joe Ross, the bass player for the band Random Acts of Crazy. Charlotte’s boyfriend Liam is the lead guitar player and back-up singer. The group is about to start a national tour in five months, and is known for a few crazy on-and-off-stage antics, but this latest one took the cake. 
Er...the chicken.
“Turn that fucking thing off,” Joe screamed for the thirteenth time. Liam cackled and hit Replay. Joe flailed, as if he were going to hit Liam, but he just looked like a T-Rex with casts on his arms. In the unfortunate naked incident with the chicken and the gerbil (yes...gerbil), Joe managed to break his wrist and ulna, along with various other bones.
But that’s for later. 
Right now, I was trying very hard not to find a coffin and hurl myself into it, because Tyler was here, too.
“Frown,” Joe said, using Tyler’s nickname. “Make him shut that shit off.”
“BAWK!” screeched the chicken from Liam’s phone.
Frown just shrugged, his face a slab of granite. I avoided looking at him, but my skin prickled. I became hyperaware of my breathing and hated myself for it. I held my breath but quickly realized that was silly. I had to breathe, even if it felt impossible around him. 
Men didn’t do this to me. Not since The Incident seven years ago. Seven years of therapy made me ready to get back on the horse of sex and relationships and all that, but it didn’t mean I walked around in a constant state of arousal.
Except when he was around. And I hated him for it. 
Tyler was the substitute bass player for the band, and with Joe about as able to play bass as he was to juggle flaming bowling balls, it was clear the national tour scheduled to start in the fall was going to be in jeopardy unless—
“You ready to fill in for Joe?” Darla asked, barging in, holding a sheaf of papers and a bucket of fried chicken. She wasn’t looking at Frown, so her question perplexed everyone. 
Liam snickered at the chicken. “Tactful,” he said, doffing an imaginary hat at her, then reaching for the bucket.
“You didn’t actually...that’s not really...” Trevor asked, his voice filled with horror.
Darla gave him a withering look. “No, I didn’t slice, dice and deep fry Miss Mavis, you asshat.” Mavis was the chicken Trevor stole—twice—in two separate incidents over the course of two years. Not the same chicken, of course. They just kept naming each new chicken Mavis. Whenever he took peyote he stripped naked, ran away, stole chickens and either tried to marry them or make them run for president. 
(Do you have any idea how stupid I feel even trying to explain this?)
Liam fished a drumstick out of the bucket and took a juicy, loud bite. “Joe, your mom sure can grow a mean chicken.” 
Charlotte whapped him, hard, with her purse.
“What?” he said, his voice filled with protest and dark meat.
“Have a little discretion,” she shot back.
His eyebrows shot up, eyes twinkling. “Discretion? Discretion? Joe, Trevor, Darla and their new sex partners, Mavis and Fluffy the Gerbil—or whatever it’s called—were caught having sex on video and it’s gone viral. You seriously think I’m the person with a discretion problem here?”
I told you the gerbil would be explained. 
“I did not have sex with the chicken. Or the gerbil,” he added quickly. “No one had sex with any animals.” 
One corner of Frown’s face twitched. Did I just hear the Hallelujah chorus sing? Because that little quirk means Frown had...feelings. Actual emotions. His lack of affect could make a person want to shove a Furby in his pants while lighting his shoes on fire just to see if he’d react.  
Finally, something churned inside that tatted-up monolith of a man.
Man.
My body burned again, eyes creeping over his arms, now crossed over that massive chest. His black t-shirt was tight, stretched across rolling pecs that spoke of hard labor. This was a body honed by sweat, tears, and necessity. He moved when he needed to move and he stayed still when inertia ordered his body to do so. 
Damn him for being so hot.
And damn him for rejecting me when I tried to sleep with him a couple of months ago. You don’t forget that—ever. Asking a guy to get slick and sweaty, naked and raw, and being told no.
As if he could read my mind, those hooded, dark eyes clicked up so suddenly I thought he was a cyborg. They locked on mine and I couldn’t look away. A rush of adrenaline surged through me like I was touching the third rail, like I was licking an electrical outlet, like I was standing in a puddle in a lightning storm and holding a twenty-foot metal pole. 
The force of his look was both grounding and shattering, and curse him for not saying a single word with his mouth.
Those eyes had a thousand languages in them, though.
“Grocery store out of red?” he said to me. Of all the words he could have chosen to speak, he chose those? 
“Huh?”
His chin jutted up. “Your hair. Seen it orange. Seen it purple. You got about four more flavors of Kool-aid to blow through before you start doing repeats.”
I looked pointedly at the colorful sleeves of his forearms. The skin popped with more color than the entire aisle of flavored drinks at the store. 
“Speaking of color.”
He looked down, keeping his eyes on his own skin for so long I started to feel a pinprick sensation behind my eyeballs, in my breastbone, along the slope where my breasts brush against my biceps. Watching him examining his tats made eternity feel like a blip. I’d touched that color once. Stroked the lines and inhaled his scent. The memory filled more than enough dreams these days. 
Those eyes clicked back up with military precision and he smiled, the kind of grin you give your best friend. Your mom. Your little sister. And then it morphed into the kind of smile you give someone else. 
Your lover.
“You like it, huh? Staring at my body.”
And the pinpricks turned into knives.
“Fuck you,” I said, turning on me heel, the room suddenly red. I could feel his eyes burning a hole through my back, my ass, my tight shoulders, my strutting legs.  
But he didn’t follow.
And neither did any words.
Tyler
What the fuck? I watched her leave. She was steamed. What the hell did I say? The truth. Just the truth. She liked staring at my tats. My skin. My body.
I was making an observation.
See? Open my mouth and I get in trouble.
Easier to keep it shut.
“Tyler? You see this?” Liam asked me, walking over with his phone in one hand and a greasy piece of chicken in the other. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Not the whole thing.” 
Darla was murmuring by Joe’s head. I had just arrived. Best I understood it, Joe, Darla and Trevor had been fucking and some kind of sex toy malfunctioned. Joe got thrown out the window of their third-story apartment, and the chicken and Trevor’s brother’s pet gerbil went flying, too. Literally.
The chicken and the gerbil saved themselves by digging their claws into Joe’s ass and back.
One of those duck boat tour things, the kind that holds about fifty people and drives through the streets of Boston then turns into a boat, was outside when it happened. On a detour because of road construction. Fifty tourists with camera phones already recording just tipped those phones up and got the whole thing on video. Like getting a picture of your kid with Mickey Mouse. 
Or James Deen and Ron Jeremy.
Charlotte gently laid her hand on my forearm. The tats didn’t bother her. She was all pale skin and black hair and wide, round eyes. Red lipstick. There was something so clean and focused about her. If she weren’t Liam’s I’d—
Who the fuck was I kidding? Chicks like that didn’t go for guys like me. I was the outsider here. Darla thought she was, but she was the glue that held this whole group together.
Besides, Charlotte was about as in love with Liam as Trevor was with the damned chicken. Not sure which love was stronger.
And it was her rainbow-haired friend who intrigued me more. I couldn’t get Maggie out of my fucking mind. Two months should be long enough. Two months had turned into torture. I could still taste her. Feel her hips in my hands. Imagine so much more. 
“Watch,” Charlotte said to me. Then she closed her eyes nice and slow, in a hypnotic way, like the act itself was meant to do something. Trigger something. Like it was a cue. An order.
A command.
I obeyed as Liam got me on one side and Charlotte on the other side of him and hit Play.
First you hear the crash of glass. Then the screams. The camera goes up from an image of a little kid waving, to a third floor window of an apartment, a man flying through the air, one arm wrapped around what you realize is a sheet. His ass is bare naked, legs flailing. A handcuff hangs from one ankle, the empty match lined with red cloth.
A chicken starts pecking at his head, then suddenly thrusts forward off the window ledge, like someone shoved it.
People in the boat car thing are screaming. Darla’s screaming, “Joe! Joe!” Trevor’s screaming, “Don’t let the chicken fall, and here—grab my hand!”
The chicken tries to fly and lands on Joe’s shoulder. He twists suddenly, then slips a good foot down. You see Trevor bend forward out the window and grab his other arm. Darla leans forward, giant tits bobbing like...I don’t know. There really aren’t words to describe it. Or if there are, I’m not the guy to figure out which words to use. 
Trevor pulls Joe up while the chicken digs its claws in Joe’s ass. The camera zooms in as Joe pulls one leg up and gets a perfect shot of his butthole just as the gerbil falls between his ass cheeks and—ow. That’s gotta hurt. It kind of wedges itself in for safety and...aw, man. You really don’t want to know.
You can also read the sweater the chicken’s wearing.
It says: MAVIS FOR PRESIDENT.
Yeah. Sweater. Didn’t even know they made sweaters for chickens. Learn something new every day.
Joe’s naked body gets pulled in the window but you hear him screaming about glass and blood, distorted words like:
...broken arm...
...kill that fucking hen...
...do gerbils carry disease?...
...911?...
And meanwhile, people are chattering in the background of the video, about five different voices assuring the group that they’re calling 911.
Joe never had a chance. Nothing’s secret in social media land. 
Not even your sexcapades with your boyfriend, girlfriend, chicken and a pet gerbil.
“What do you think?” Liam asked, obviously expecting a big reaction from me. I don’t do reactions. People are just too excited, their faces moving fast and kind of emotive. Makes me feel like I can’t hang on to the right words in my brain. I’m too busy dealing with the feelings oozing out of them like sweat. Like funk. 
“Huh.” 
“Huh? Huh? You watch that and all you have to say is ‘huh’?” Liam looked at me like I was an alien. That was okay. I was used to it. 
“Um, okay.” What I was really thinking as I snatched a quick look at Joe on the bed is that the poor fucker must be hurting in every way possible. Sucked to be him.
And don’t take care of anyone’s pet gerbil in the same room where you do sex acts that might—even the tiniest bit—make you go flying out a window.
Words to live by.
“That’s it? That’s your entire reaction?” he sputtered. 
What the fuck was I supposed to say? The whole scene was fucking ridiculous and Joe destroyed his arm for some hot sex. The chicken and gerbil thing was kinky as hell but hey—what people did in their bedroom was their business. I didn’t judge.
When you judge other people, it makes you a hypocrite when you get pissed they’re judging you.
Liam made a snorting sound in the back of his throat. “You make Sam look like a motormouth.”
Sam was cool. I was okay with that comparison.
I shrugged and looked at Joe, who was high as a kite on painkillers. “You think you’ll ever play again?” I asked Joe. Why not ask? Darla had basically said the same thing earlier. 
Could have heard a pin drop.
See? Open my mouth, get in trouble.
“Never playing Darla’s sex games anymore!” Joe croaked out, his voice weird. “She yanked the Hitachi electric cord out of the wall and when you plug it back in with lube all over your hands, the sparks—oh, God, the sparks...” 
“You’re making this my fault? Trevor’s the one who made us keep Mavis the Chicken in the apartment!” she sputtered. 
“And the gerbil was for...fun?” Charlotte asked with a straight face. I had to give her credit. If anyone could ask that question, it was her.
“The gerbil is my brother’s. His group home is on a weekend trip and I promised to watch Mr. Fluffer for him,” Trevor explained.
Charlotte went beet red. “Mr. Fluffer.”
“Don’t go there,” Trevor said in a low, menacing voice.
“Go where?” Amy asked, walking in with Sam.
“Trevor’s gerbil is named after a job on a porn set.”
“What?”
“It’s my brother’s gerbil,” Trevor insisted. “I didn’t pick the name. One of his friends did. A friend who likes—” 
“Porn?”
“Fluffernutter sandwiches.”
“Oh, that makes so much more sense,” Amy said dryly. “Thanks for clarifying. Why is there a gerbil clinging to Joe’s ass in the video?”
“You’ve seen it?” Joe groaned. 
“Half of the world aged fourteen to forty has seen it, Joe. You guys have a huge YouTube channel for the band. remember? Within ten minutes of the rescue squad arriving you had ten uploads from tourists.”
“Shit.”
“How did this happen?” Sam asked. “We were asleep in our room and suddenly we heard glass breaking, a chicken squawking, Darla screaming and Joe’s shrieks.” 
“Normally it’s everything but the glass breaking,” Amy joked. 
I laughed. They all looked at me in shock.
“My god, he almost seems human,” Liam said.
I went back to neutral. 
“You and your fucking pie!” Joe screamed at Amy, who cringed. “We were fine until we ate that pie you gave us. What the fuck did you put in it?” 
Amy went bright red, then white as a sheet. “I, uh...oh, man, I’m so sorry!”
“You’re sorry!” Joe shouted. He wiggled his casted arms. “You’re sorry?”
Sam stepped in front of Amy as if to shield her from...what? What was Joe going to do to Amy? Shake his broken arms at her?
While Joe and Amy argued, Charlotte started talking to me.
“Where’s Maggie?” Charlotte said, her voice like warm caramel. I jumped, surprised by her sudden whisper. 
I thumbed toward the door. “She left.”
Charlotte frowned. “Why?”
I just shrugged. Those big, wide eyes stared me down. I’m the king of stone faces. She’s the queen. In a chess game the queen has more legal moves. More squares to take. More room to implement strategy.
Damn.
I cracked. Takes a lot to make me crack. She had what it takes.
I sighed. “I said something she didn’t like.”
“Did you turn her down again?” Charlotte said out of the side of her mouth.
I jolted. Second time in fifteen seconds this woman made me jump. “Turn her what?”
She shook her head slightly. “Sex, Tyler. Sex. Did she hit on you again?” 
I had a lot of answers. None of them involved words. I could have looked at her and told her with my eyes, my smile, my smirk, my frown. I could have shown her my hands, the way I set my shoulders, how I shifted weight to one hip, how I tensed up. Or sighed. Lots of things people do without using language tell you everything you need to know.
But words worked best here.
Too bad I’m never at my best.
“No,” I said, staring flatly at her. When I do this, people go away. I wanted those questioning eyes to go away. She looked at me like I did something wrong with Maggie.
She sighed. “Tyler.”
I just stared. It was a game of chicken.
Not that kind.
Some fast-talking tiny little woman who yammered like she was on coke rushed in carrying a giant bottle of tea tree oil and a loaf of gluten-free bread.
“JOEY!” she screamed. “The Penn Law dean just called our house, and your phone, and your father’s work phone as well. He saw the video.”
Amy took that moment to flee the room, Sam on her heels.
“Who didn’t see the video?” Trevor muttered. “According to YouTube we’re closing in on 2.5 million views of the clearest one.”
“I am not talking to you, Trevor Connor!” his mom snapped. “You got him into this mess, stealing my chicken and ruining my son’s future!” 
Trevor slumped in the chair and went silent.
Someone’s phone buzzed. Darla’s. She grabbed her phone and shoved one finger in her non-phone ear, walking out into the hallway. Joe’s mom nattered around him, yammering on about how Trevor had ruined Joe’s law career. Joe just talked about unicorns and shit. She didn’t seem to notice.
Five minutes later, Darla came in, her face white as a sheet. Someone die? 
I needed to get out of there. Too much. Too many feelings, too many words, and—
“Guys?” Darla looked at me, then Liam, then Trevor, then Sam. She closed her eyes tight, then looked at Joe.
“What?” Trevor asked, coming over to her. He looked worried.
“That was the national tour booking agent.” She shot Joe a very pained look. “They want to move the first concert up by two months. To September. Have us open for More Than Nothing, then start out on our own.” 
“The More Than Nothing?” I asked. More Than Nothing was one of the top three touring rock bands in the world.
Everyone’s head swiveled and looked at me as Darla just said, “Yep.”
“Why would—what?” Liam asked as Charlotte wrapped her arm around his waist like she owned him. She did. Lucky bastard. 
My brain filled with purple and orange hair. Piercings and smart blue eyes. A heart-shaped ass that made me want to—
“That means I’m fucked,” Joe moaned from the bed.
“Joey! Language!” his mom crowed.
“I can say ‘fuck’ when I’m high on morphine and I just lost my best shot at greatness as a musician, Mom.”
“You’re more concerned about this music thing than you are about law school!” You could eat her outrage with a spoon.
“Yes,” he said simply. That stunned her into silence.
“This is a joke, right?” I asked. I looked at Joe. Then Darla. She shook her head.
“No joke. We need to be ready a lot sooner than expected. Three months. Not five.”
“I’ll be ready,” Joe murmured, arms in casts. Darla’s eyes caught mine and she shook her head slightly. I took that to mean to keep my mouth shut. Joe wasn’t playing bass any time soon. 
And by soon, I meant not even in three months.
I froze. Don’t assume anything. Don’t make waves. Don’t let hope creep in. Were they gonna ask me to— 
Darla stepped away from Joe, leaving him to the mercy of his mom. She reached for my right arm just as Maggie stormed into the room and yanked my left arm. When the fuck did I become a piece of man taffy?
“You need to come out here and talk to me—”
“Look, Tyler, let’s be quiet here about it, but—”
Their words didn’t sound like words. Maggie and Darla sounded like someone took a page of a book, cut each word out, and blended them in a bowl, then poured it out on the wind.
Darla let go of me, one eyebrow cocked. Her eyes were on Maggie. “You have some unfinished business with Tyler?”
Maggie gave her a look that could peel paint. “You have some home waxing kits to play with?”
Darla’s eyes got wide and she let go. Whoa. Didn’t think Maggie had that kind of fight in her. A long lock of her rainbow hair fell down over her eyes and nose. I wanted to brush it aside. My fingers twitched but I kept my free hand by my side as she pulled me. 
“We’ll talk later,” Darla said. Not sure who she was talking to. 
I’ve never been good at too many people talking to me at the same time. Especially not when one of them smells like cloves and lavender and lust and want. Whatever Maggie was doing, she was doing now. Her grip on me was like a bounty hunter catching a skip trace criminal.
“You know what?” she hissed in my face, snapping around so fast I smashed into her. My chest bounced her back a half foot and she stumbled on the corner of a small chair in the waiting room. I reached for her, snaking my arm around her waist. Reflexes kicked in and I pulled her hard against my torso.
We were both breathing hard.
It wasn’t from her stumble.
Maggie
“What?” he asked, his breath hot against my temple. He smelled like coffee and tobacco, breath mints and fresh lawns. 
“You smoke?” I barked, amazed by the scent. No one I knew smoked, aside from a handful of experimental freshman girls in the residence hall where I worked.
“You want to talk about my tobacco habits when your hand is on my ass?” His eyelashes fluttered against my cheek. “And no, I don’t smoke. Guys I work with do.” 
I froze. This was not going as planned. Then again, I didn’t plan any of this. My hand was, in fact, splayed across the fine, hard contours of his butt. I removed it fast and stood, forcing myself out of his arms.
Tears pricked at the backs of my eyelids. Pooling in my throat, the salty fluid was a precursor, choking me. I wasn’t going to cry. No. Not this guy. Not this moment.
And yet the loss of the heat of his touch made me hold back a gasp. Losing that connection was like being tossed in ice water against my will.
“Who do you think you are?” I sputtered, leaning on a cliched phrase. 
“Tyler.”
I gave him a flat stare, my face slick with new sweat. I poked him in the chest, my finger barely making a dent in his taut flesh. “Let me be perfectly clear. Fuck you for turning me down two months ago, and fuck you for taunting me back there. You don’t have to like me.”
He snorted.
“You don’t have to want to sleep with me,” I continued. 
He didn’t react.
“But you need to give me a modicum of basic respect.”
“Why?”
The single word ran around and around in my head like a NASCAR driver at the beginning of a race. Why. Why. Why. Why. Forty-eight laps later and it was still going strong and steady.
“Why?” I repeated, incredulous. My eyes searched his face and I wondered, for a split second of clarity, why I was doing this. Torturing myself over this guy’s rejection. He was hot. Quiet. Taciturn, really. He had never made an overture toward me (unless you count a few sensual looks). We’d exchanged more words about not fucking than we had on any other topic. He was not my type. He was not the kind of guy I dated...before.
Seven years and two months ago.
So why was I bothering? What was it about him that made me—
Lips. Warm, soft, but in control and commanding. Hands around my waist, tugging on my belt loops, pulling my pelvis against his. The rub of his jeans rivets against the pad of my thumb. He was kissing me. Tyler was kissing me. 
I pulled my hands up and pressed them flat against his chest, ready to push hard.
Instead, I pushed hard with my lips. My hands slipped up around his neck and pulled.
Tight.
He tasted so foreign, so forbidden, like something you know you shouldn’t sample but you can’t help yourself. Recriminations and warnings inside my head faded into a nothingness replaced by pure sensation, by the split certainty that I was violating every single norm about how I understood myself while enjoying every second of it. 
“You,” he said in a low, deep voice, his breath coming out in little pants, his cheek scraping against my jaw, “are a pain in the ass.” 
And with that he released me and walked away, leaving me wet, aroused, and ready to kill him.
But not stupid enough to follow. What the hell was I doing? At least this time, he kissed me. What did that mean? 
“You okay?” Liam’s voice at my side made me jump. I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth, as if I could hide Tyler’s kiss.
“Yes,” I whispered.
“You don’t look okay,” he said, glaring down the hallway where Tyler had just departed. “Did Frown do something to you?”
Oh, yes he did.
“Um, no,” I said, sighing and running my hand through my hair. “It’s cool. I just needed to clear up a few things with him.”
Liam has these eyes that make you think you’re on the beach in Nantucket when you look at him. Incisive and perceptive, those eyes took me in.
He opened his mouth to say something, then looked at Charlotte. An unreadable look passed between them, and he took off down the hallway, following Tyler.
I stayed put.
I had to.
My legs wouldn’t move.



Chapter Two
Tyler
For the record, I was not the one found hanging out of a window, naked, with a chicken and a gerbil clinging to my ass. But I was the person they called to fix that mess. Two days later I went home to help see my dad off to prison.
“Too late,” Johnny taunted as I walked in the apartment, my brain scrambled from being on seven different semi trucks over two and a half days. Being broke meant I couldn’t afford to fly. Hitching a ride was cheap but not easy.
Nothing’s easy when you’re broke.
“Too late for what?” I asked. My stomach growled. I felt like a giant grease ball. Shower first. Food second. Bed third. 
I dumped my backpack, my bass and my acoustic guitar on the floor near the door and stretched. My palms could rest flat on the yellowed ceiling when I did that. My calves screamed and my triceps burned from the relief of blood flow.
I’d see Dad in the morning. I guessed he was at Shorty’s, the bar around the corner where he hung out sometimes. Two months ago he’d called and I’d bailed him out. The damn idiot did it again last week, only this time I couldn’t bail him out. No money. He got someone to get him out, but he’d violated the terms of some court agreement and now he was going back in. The plan was to take him in tomorrow. 
“He turned himself in.” Johnny walked past me, his body twitching, as he went into the kitchen and flung open the fridge door. A stench worse than the alley behind most of my bar gigs hit me like a wall of puke. Half-opened takeout containers filled the fridge shelves.
He picked one and tossed the styrofoam thing into a microwave, pressed some buttons and picked at a scab on his arm.
“What?” I snapped. He turned and stared me down with eyes like sandpaper. 
Johnny looked like our mom. Tall and lean, all knees and elbows. Pale skin with veins hiding under tissue paper. His eyes were a pale beige, like the shallow part of the ocean. I only know that color from living in Boston for a couple of years. You go to Castle Island a few times for free shore time and you can see it.
The water. Growing up in St. Louis meant Johnny’d never seen the ocean. I wanted to bring him back with me. He was eighteen now and could do whatever he wanted. Two years ago, when I moved to the east coast, he begged. Pleaded. Bargained and all that shit for a chance to come with me. 
I couldn’t.
He hated me for that. Still does. But now he’s eighteen and can do whatever the fuck he wants. 
That appeared to be drugs. And lots of them. I knew a tweaker when I saw one. So did Johnny. 
All we needed to do was look at our dad.
“Too late to give Dad a hug and a kiss,” Johnny said. “What the hell do you think, Tyler? He’s gone. Turned himself in.”
Back in prison.
“Fuck.”
“Fuck? That’s it?” He snorted, then shoved his palm up, fast, against his nose. A thin trickle of blood smeared his thumb joint. 
Scabs. Twitching. Bleeding nose. What drug was Johnny not taking?
“How long?” I asked. My lips began tingling. My scalp felt like bees crawled under it. My fingers wanted to do anything but stay empty. I bent down to grab the handle of my bass case. 
“How long what?”
“How long’s he in for?”
“Ten months.”
I made a low whistle and looked around the place. No ceiling lights and half the lamps were out. I knew that meant the light bulbs had burnt and no one had the money to replace them. Overflowing ashtrays dotted the broken coffee table. Burns made the top look like it was a piece of sick art, the surface eroded on purpose by the heat of the cigarette cherries. But there was no purpose. 
Just Dad’s way.
No one had vacuumed in months. I was probably the last person who bothered to clean. The apartment had a funk. More than the smell of two men sharing the place. It smelled like decay. Like hopelessness. Like agony.
Like giving up.
Johnny’s eyes were so hateful it hurt to look at him. He looked so much like our mom. When he glared at me it was like Mom came back from the grave and shamed me. I tore my eyes from him and took a deep breath. Cut it off right away ’cause the odor burned.
“Shit, man, what are we gonna do?” I asked him, my fingers going half numb from too many hormones, too little sleep, and the sense that something was deeply wrong in this place. More wrong than usual, and that was saying a lot.
“We?” He made a nasty sound in the back of his throat. “What the hell you think I’m gonna do, Tyler? Go to my fancy prep school and get a massage? I’ll be fine.” His eyes hardened, like two pieces of tree bark. “I’ve got jobs.”
Jobs. That meant he was dealing.
“Huh,” was all I could say. It said everything. It said nothing. Any words I could come up with would be about as useful.
“What about you?” He smirked. “Made it big yet? Sign a contract for a record deal?” His tone of voice made him sound exactly like Dad.
Dad wasn’t exactly an optimist.
“Nah,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I get by.”
“We all get by. It’s what we Gilvreys do. We get by.”
My throat filled with angry, salty outrage. Being lumped in with Dad and Johnny made everything in me go tense. A cold flush covered my body. Words didn’t come. Just feelings. Emotions I was about as good at handling as words. 
I looked at his greasy hair, the scabs on his body, his crappy shoes and how his bones seemed like someone carved them out of his skin. I hadn’t been home in half a year. How had Johnny changed so much? I was five years older and a million miles away. His life was nothing but street running and drugs.
“I’ll help.” Those were the only words I could think to say.
Wrong ones.
“Help? What the fuck kind of help do you think you can give me, Tyler? Dad’s gone. Gone. No way I can pay the rent here. Hell, I don’t even know how to pay it. Who the landlord is or how that works.”
But you can find a meth dealer in sixty seconds flat, I thought. Saying that would have been like dropping a nuclear bomb. Good thing I know how not to say words. 
“And,” Johnny continued, “I got friends. I’m fine. I’ll live somewhere.” He gave me a hard, sarcastic grin. “You don’t have to worry about me. Oh. Yeah. You never did.” His hands balled into fists and the skin under one eye twitched.
I knew it was an act. Or, at least, it would have been a year ago. Now, though, he’d added an inch of height and had arms corded with ropy muscle. The tingle of danger began in the skin at the base of my neck. One thing you learn from being raised by a dad like ours: when to sense a threat.
When had my little brother become one?
Bzzzz. We both grabbed our asses like they were on fire.
“Yours,” Johnny said, blasé and scratching something under his shirt. He turned away like nothing had just happened. 
It was Darla. “Yeah?” I said, wondering why she’d call me now. Here. Like this. It felt weird, so out of context, to have my Boston life intrude on my St. Louis life. 
“Change of plans,” she said, all breathy and weird. She inhaled and exhaled like some Euro technobeat was controlling her lungs. 
“What?”
“Change.Of.Plans,” she said slowly, like that would make more sense.
“What plans?” Layers of shit piled on layers of shit in my head made talking harder than normal. Listening, too.
“More Than Nothing needs an opening act at their L.A. concert. Half their opening act has chicken pox.”
“Chicken pox? Is this a joke?” 
“No joke,” she said with a weird laugh.
“How Angelina Jolie of them.”
“You need to be on a plane tomorrow,” she declared. 
“What the fuck? Tomorrow? What the hell for?” I barked, the words angry. Johnny was busy with his phone but I could tell he was listening.  
“Are you high?” Darla asked. “I said, More Than Nothing had a last-minute cancellation of their opening act. In three days Random Acts of Crazy is opening for motherfucking More Than Nothing,” she added, then recited the amount of money I’d make for one show.
“Quit fucking with me,” I said. A small headache formed behind my eye. Johnny started laughing his ass off suddenly. The tinny sound of a video playing on his phone hit me. He started wheezing about a chicken and a gerbil.
That video was everywhere.
“Not fucking with you. I already called in a plane ticket. Tomorrow.” Today was Sunday. She named an airline. “You have a 10:11 a.m. flight. I’m headed to L.A. the same day and Liam and Sam are following on a later flight. We couldn’t get the same one.”
“Darla. Darla? Slow down,” I said, my brain turning into a hay bale with the string cut and tossed out of a loft. “You’re saying this is for real? I need to be on a plane that fast?”
“Make sure you have your I.D.,” she said over my words. “And save receipts, because it’s all on the expense account.”
My heart sped up so fast. “You mean it.” I made a mental check of my money. I didn’t have credit cards, but there was four hundred bucks in my bank account I hid from Dad and Darla was fast with reimbursements. Holy shit. This could work. 
“I don’t say things I don’t mean, Frown.” She laughed. “Congrats. You’re in the big time.”
“Joe must be pissed.”
“Joe’s high as a kite on legal prescription drugs. He still gets to take over when he’s recovered,” she added in a low voice.
“I know. Promise. No problem.” By then I’d have enough money and experience to go find more gigs. “That’s cool.”
“Ten eleven a.m. Airport. I’ll email you the hotel reservation and the other details,” she said. “Gotta go. This,” she sighed, “is some heady shit.”
No kidding.
She ended the call right there, leaving me dazed and spinning. I grabbed my backpack and music cases. Johnny started playing some video game on his phone and the room began to hum. My ears fought to drown out the sound but it was strong. Too strong. I ignored my brother and marched into my old room.
Which was stripped down to a stained mattress, an old sheet I think was on the bed six months ago when I left for Boston, a ton of cigarette butts, and enough aluminum beer cans to side a house.
Which meant it looked like I expected.
I dumped my shit by the door and stretched out on the bed. It smelled like cigarette ashes, Axe body spray and corn chips. My eyes began to count the tiny holes in the ceiling tiles above me. I was supposed to be thinking about Johnny. About Dad and prison. About getting on a plane in two days for the big show. 
But all I could think about was a girl with purple and blue and red and orange and everything hair.
Liam had grabbed me the other day at the hospital as I left before I did something stupid. Pulled on my arm. He wasn’t pissed, but there had been something in his eyes.
All he’d said was, “Careful with Maggie. Google her. Last name’s Stevenson with a v. Google her name and don’t stop at the first five pages.”
And then he’d walked away.
Stupid me. I’d listened to him.
Maggie Stevenson. Margaret Stevenson. First few pages I found people who weren’t her. By page five I found nothing but her. Seven years ago.
Holy fucking shit. No kidding there was something deeper there. I had a smartphone with 4G, earbuds, and long rides with truckers. My travel reading hadn’t exactly been fun. 
But it had been informative.
Turns out she lived in St. Louis, too. Only Maggie lived in one of those suburbs where people like me did manual labor. We were their gardeners and roofers and remodelers and junk haulers.
I remembered her case. Who wouldn’t? If you lived in St. Louis back then it was all over the news, the grainy security camera footage of her attack shown over and over. Then the trial a year and a half later. 
She’d testified openly, and some newspaper had posted her real name and picture, a senior high school photo that showed a smiling, brown-haired girl with dark brown eyes that sparkled. Clear skin. No piercings. No psychedelic rainbow hair. No fake blue eyes. She looked like a boring sorority chick. Like the National Honor Society do-gooder.
She kind of looked like Amy. Nothing wrong with that, but what a difference now.
Why was she, of all people, hitting on me? How did someone who went through that—a gang rape, a trial, three college guys sentenced to prison until they’re in their fifties—end up propositioning me on a rooftop in Boston one spring night?
Why me?
Too much. Life was too much right now. Maggie. Dad’s return to prison. Johnny’s tweaking. My plane ride to L.A. tomorrow...it all swirled in me until sleep just claimed me, like wave after wave eating a sand castle on the beach until you never knew anything had been there.
I barely registered Johnny coming into the room, standing on tiptoes, and slowly unscrewing the lightbulb from the lamp. By the time he left I was sound asleep, anywhere but here.
Which was fine by me.
Maggie
The flight home was memorable only because half the passengers on the plane appeared to be watching the infamous chicken and gerbil video on their phones and laptops. That stupid video went viral like a nerdy Asian dance video of a Jedi panda on nitrous oxide, brilliantly playing the piano upside down.
The cab brought me home. As we pulled up and I paid the driver, I looked at the house. Really looked. Nothing had changed in the five months since I’d been home for the holidays. The bushes were still neat and trimmed like a mustache around the front door. The white siding had been power-washed and the black shutters were, well...black. Red impatiens peeked out from hanging baskets along the guttered front of the house, spaced about five feet apart. Mom had stone bunnies placed strategically throughout the mulch beds alongside the concrete sidewalk.
The house looked like the stage set for any standard family sitcom. My trusty old piano was a sentinel at the front door, in the tiny alcove off to the side. Daddy was gone, I knew. Mom said he had business in New York. He worked in corporate law, doing something so boring that I didn’t understand it even now, at twenty-nine and counting. His business trips took him to New York all the time, and he’d be home in three days. I’d see him then. 
“Maggie!” Lena shouted, flinging open the door and rushing down the walkway to give me a huge hug. Younger than me by three years, yet playing the part of the older sister, Lena was as boring as I was colorful, as reserved as I was wild, and was the only person in the world who worried about me more than our mother.
She smelled like warm cinnamon and butter as she embraced me. Her hair was the color of a freshly-baked cookie. That was my normal color, too. Hadn’t seen that in seven years. We shared dark brown eyes, but that was where the similarities ended. Where she was a round, squat earth mother with a sweet, plump face I was tall, big-assed and filtered the word through color, holes in my skin, and constant surveillance.
“That’s it? Just the two bags?” she said, grabbing the heaviest.
“I’m only home for three weeks.”
“I thought school was over?”
We’d had this same conversation last year. “It is. Summer session and all the high school camps start soon.”
“They pay you extra for that, right?” Lena was a labor law lawyer.
“Of course.” And they did, but not much. I wouldn’t get into that with my bulldog sister, though.
“Dad’s gone on business and Mom’s having some weekend thing with her book group.”
“You mean her wine group.” For nearly two decades mom and five friends met once a month to discuss a book. “Book” meant to drink wine and gossip. 
Lena waved her hand and smiled so tightly her dimples had dimples. “Whatever they do is their business. As long as Mom’s having fun.”
And that was the end of that conversation. We reached the house and a wall of freshly-baked cookie assaulted me. I began to drool. 
“Some of them have pecans, some have crushed toffee. I’m experimenting,” Lena explained as she shimmied a spatula to unstick a cookie from parchment paper. She nodded her chin toward the cooling rack. “Enjoy.”
I patted my hip. “I hate you.”
She smiled, showing teeth, and patted her wider hip. “You’ve got a long way to go to match me.”
I laughed my way upstairs, mouth full of gooey goodness and mirth. My room was a sanctuary and a tomb. Frozen in time, nothing had changed since I graduated high school twelve years ago. The entire house had been brand new when Mom and Dad moved us in here when I was in fourth grade, and aside from the occasional replaced appliance, everything was the same for twenty years.
Except me.
I’d changed.
Let me backpedal a bit. After the rape, when the television news vans littered our street like piles of dog shit that appear after the winter snow melts, Dad installed motion detector lights and two security cameras. Real ones, he’d assured me, hooked up to monitors that recorded night and day.
Of all the modern updates they could have done to the house, that was the one I’d needed most back then.
I tossed my bags in the room and bounded back down stairs, deeply dehydrated and craving more cookies. Lena was rinsing mixing bowls and humming along to some pop radio station. I drank a glass of water and then I went over to the piano and began to play Chopin. 
“Again? I think that’s burned into my brain,” she complained. “You wore the black off the keys from that one.”
I changed over to ragtime. She laughed. I played for a couple minutes, just flitting through a few songs, then gently caressed the keys.
For two years all I’d done was go to therapy and play piano. The instrument was like Lena. A best friend.
I walked over to my sister, snatched two more cookies, and plopped down on the sectional sofa in the family room, facing her.
“Dating anyone?” we asked each other. 
Neither of us laughed, but I hesitated just enough to make her eyes narrow.
Having a lawyer for a sister sucks. She spots everything.
“You...who is he?”
“He? There is no he.”
“Her?”
I snorted. “No her.”
“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” said my now-openly-lesbian sister.
“Right. I like cock.” 
“Me, too,” she said, stuffing a cookie in her mouth, pressing her palm against her heart as if offended. “I just like mine at the end of a harness, worn by a woman.”
“Thanks for that image.” 
“You can’t handle an open discussion about sexuality? You work in residence life!”
“I can’t handle talking about strap ons with my sister.”
She cocked one eyebrow. “But you will talk about him.”
“Him who?”
She gave me the Jedi stare.
Bzzz. Her phone vibrated on the dining table, next to an open laptop.
“Damn,” she muttered, turning off the oven. “I have to take that. We have a huge class-action lawsuit involving workers being forced to use their own time for—”
I stopped listening, my head filled with the sound of my teeth grinding against pralines crunched and baked into these snickerdoodles.
As Lena managed the crisis, I ate five cookies. Don’t judge.
She got off the phone fast, quickly packing her things and searching for her shoes. She looked at me, her sleek bob so pristine, those dark brown eyes like pieces of chocolate in the middle of bright white.
“Late night meeting. Document review. I’ll be at the firm forever.”
“We’ll catch up tomorrow,” I assured her.
She pointed at me as she walked out the front door. “I want to hear about him.”
“There is no hiiiiiim,” I called out as she sprinted for her car.
“Put the cookies away!” she called back as she yanked her car door open and shoved her briefcase in.
I patted my stomach and muttered as she backed out of the driveway. “I will.”
Him.
How was I supposed to come back home to my pristine little suburban life with my lawyer dad and my software-developer mom and my superstar sister and talk about Frown? They treated me like a porcelain vase. Like something that had been shattered and painstakingly glued back together, capable of looking pretty close to normal—but don’t pour water inside.
Something in Frown’s eyes told me he knew a little bit about being glued back together. 
The piano called to me. I answered by sitting down and playing my own version of “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer”. The residence hall where I worked back in Massachusetts had a nasty, out-of-tune piano in the lounge. I played it for fun, but stuck to my keyboard in my apartment. When stress got bad enough, I plugged in headphones and played whatever I wanted for hours.
Over the past year I’d perfected the piano version of most of Random Acts of Crazy’s songs. Just for fun.
I played them, over and over until my fingers ached and my shoulders screamed out for a break. Even then, I didn’t stop, the burning muscles something to push past.
Mid-song, I stopped.
A wave of exhaustion hit me. The end of the semester meant move-outs and residence hall condition reports. Arguments with students who swore the shredded screen was “like that” when they moved in. That the hot-pink painted wall was “allowed” by some other resident director whose name they couldn’t remember. That the entire ceiling covered in naked pictures of David Gandy—all rubber-cemented into place—had “improved” the room.
And then there was that kiss with Tyler.
I flipped on the television and found something about pirates on a cable show. Lena had made about eight dozen cookies. I took my share. As I downed it all with an enormous glass of cold milk I faded out, dreaming of a tatted-up pirate with hands that played piano and made me feel safe.



Chapter Three
Tyler
I have woken up in a lot of messes in my life. Lived in my car for long stretches. Couch surfed. Slept on floors. In beds with women so drunk and passed out we didn’t have sex. Woke up once tucked between the cement foundation of the Boston Public Library and a thicket of bushes.
I’ve also been rolled a few times. Wallet, money, instruments stolen by street kids, by homeless dudes, by anyone who saw me as weaker and able to be rolled. Doesn’t happen often. Three times, now that I think about it.
Make that four. 
The light streaming in through the broken blinds didn’t make sense. What time was it? I’d set my alarm to go off at eight, and the light felt...off. Too sunny to be that early. I fumbled for my phone in my back pocket.
No phone.
Huh. It must have fallen out. I looked around the room and nearly shit my pants.
It was empty, except for the nasty mattress I was currently standing on, my hands in my hair, pulling hard as the layers hit me.
Phone—gone.
Bass—gone.
Guitar—gone.
Backpack—gone.
Wallet—gone.
I leapt off the bed and bounded out of the room, heart slamming against my chest like Sam with a tambourine. The five-room apartment took thirty seconds to check.
Johnny—fucking gone.
“Fuck!” I screamed, as if it would help. Like words ever make a difference. A frantic search of the apartment showed that nothing but my shit was gone. Then again, nothing but my shit was worth anything on the streets.
Johnny’d said he’d manage somehow. Oh, yeah. He was right about that.
My fist punched the cheap, hollow door before I could even think to do it. Like it had a mind of its own. I pulled back after the second hit, a voice deep inside telling me to stop. 
It sounded like my mom.
Red, burning pain lit up my knuckles. It distracted me. I ran back to my room, flipping the mattress. Carpet beetles ran amok, walking in drunken paths toward the edges of the room. I ripped at the cord for the blinds, pulling them up, looking out the filthy window. A line of mildew dotted the edge, like lace trim on a dress hem.
Johnny’s piece of shit car was gone.
My bleeding hand raked through my hair again. The rough sandpaper of my three-day beard scratched like it was judging me as I washed my face with my palm. 
Think think think.
He’d fucking cleaned me out.
How hard had I slept? Stupid. Stupid fucking Tyler. How could I have slept like that? Trusted Johnny like that? Hold on. He’d never stolen from me before. Okay, he’d filched candy out of my Halloween bag when we were kids, but that didn’t count. The little fuckwad stole my bass. My guitar. My wallet, my phone my—oh, God.
I sprinted to the bathroom and flipped the toilet seat up so hard it cracked, slammed back down, and I puked all over the broken white porcelain. Over and over until there was nothing left.
Until I was hollow. Gutted. Empty.
Completely void.
I slammed my back against the stained wall by the sink and banged my head over and over against the wallboard, the dull thud of my brain smacking against my skull really soothing. Sometimes pain gets you through a situation you wouldn’t ever think you could survive. 
The pain can be the only anchor to keep you in this world.
I don’t know how long I sat there, being empty. When you have nothing, when you are nothing, it’s not like you account for the time.
You just are.
And after a while, there isn’t even a you.
Slowly, my eyes took in my ink. The colors. The thick, black lines that separated one section from another. The contours, the shading, the careful attention to detail. My tats brought me back, deliberately, like they had a process. A plan.
A mission.
That voice? It suddenly said, You can do this. 
I could? What the fuck could I do? What this could I do? No money. No ID. No bass. Not even a fucking beat-up guitar.
No Dad.
No brother.
No love.
I don’t cry. For the record—I don’t cry. Didn’t cry when Mom died when I was eleven. Didn’t cry when Dad came back and took over for us, his first question about how to find the local Social Security office so he could apply for our survivors’ benefits. Didn’t cry when he started bringing weird guys home and one of them—
I don’t cry.
You can do this.
The voice sounded like Darla this time.
Elbows on my knees, I looked up. No light in the bathroom, so the only way I could see was from the shine of sunlight through the open door. The toilet paper roll was empty. The room reeked of my bile. My mind felt like cotton candy mixed with beer.
My mouth tasted like that, too.
A plan. I needed to take all the details in my head and turn them into puzzle pieces. Make the pieces fit.
No money. No phone. No ID. No instruments.
What do you do?
Think think think.
You start at the bank. I had four hundred bucks in a saving account you couldn’t access with my debit card. Even if Johnny blew through the checking account, he couldn’t get that. 
Unless he beat me to the bank.
Five minutes later I reeked of puke and sweat, my body running on adrenaline to the local credit union where I’d just sprinted, three long city blocks past junkies and whores and perfectly fine moms pushing baby strollers and happy dads with kids in baseball caps. 
I stopped in front of the bank’s door. If this was going to work, I could look like this. A few deep breaths, some stretches to look like I’d run on purpose. The grim reset button inside me being pushed. The steady decline from being wired to being calm. 
Cool. 
My goal is to look like a guy coming in to take money out of his account like it was no big deal. Like any other day.
Like a person you don’t need to ask for ID because he’s just so...okay.
That whole expectations thing is a game. Do what people expect of you and when you’re actually lying, you can get away with so much more.
“Hello?” the teller chirped. I remembered her. Sort of. Her face. She’d worked here for a while. “Is that Tyler? Haven’t seen you in months.”
I smiled. Her face brightened.
See? We’re on our way.
“Yeah, Linda.” Thank God for name tags. “How’s it going?”
“You out for a run?” Her eyes raked over me. So that’s how it was. I gave her my best flirt face and tried not to freak out on the inside as seventeen different pieces of me all screamed in the jail of my ribcage.
Just let the calm, cool, flirty dude take charge and it’ll be all right.
“I am. You work out, too, I see,” I said. She glowed.
I picked the right words for once.
“How can I help you?” she asked in a low, suggestive voice.
“I need to take out some money from my account.” I grabbed a withdrawal slip and scribbled the number from memory. I wrote three hundred fifty dollars. Needed to leave some or she’d ask too many questions.
Stay in the range of safe. Too many standard deviations from the mean and you draw attention.
As I slid the slip under the glass counter her fingers touched mine. Lingered. “Nice ink,” she said. “Who did the flowers?”
I looked down. Flowers. That’s right.
“Oh, you know.” Deflect. “You got any tats?” I made myself give her an obvious once-over. Any other situation and I’d find her fuckable, but right now my cock hung in my pants like a loose seatbelt.
She leaned in, giving me two eyefuls of creamy cleavage. “I do, but...I can’t show it here.”
“Really?”
Linda pulled back and looked at my withdrawal slip. She opened her cash drawer as her eyes went to her computer screen. 
Please let this work. Please let this work. Pleezeletdiswork. The words became a chant in my head, all meshed into one ball of sound. Like static.
She keyed in some numbers, then a machine clicked. Shuffling sounds. A stack of bills appeared in the drawer. She grabbed my hand, hard, and pulled it under the glass barrier. A ballpoint pen pressed into my flesh.
She bit her lower lip as she wrote her number on the pad of my hand.
“I get off at three,” she whispered, “if you want to get off, too. I’ll show you my tat and you can show me...everything you got.”
I swallowed. The money was right there. Just had to keep up the act for thirty more seconds. C’mon Tyler. You got this. You got this. 
She had to see how fake I was from the look in my eyes, right? Didn’t she? How could I feel so deeply inside me and have people not sense it? Not see it. Not even know it was there? 
I looked at her and smiled, focusing on a spot between her eyes. If I looked directly at her I was fucking freaked she’d figure me out.
“Sounds good.” She slid the money to me, still holding my hand. I picked up the bills like they were a beating heart and tucked them in my pocket. Linda let go of me. It took everything not to exhale loudly. 
“I’ll see you?” she asked, eyebrows up, questioning. Flushed cheeks and a sly, almost-evil grin rounded out her look.
“Sure.”
“Have a nice day,” she said in a neutral voice as another teller walked behind her.
“You too,” I called back as I walked out, face frozen in a smile.
I made it outside and around the corner before I puked again. Some poor insurance agent’s building got the remains of my stomach in their cluster of pansies. Sorry, dude.
I straightened up and took a deep breath. Looked around. No one saw me.
And I had three hundred and fifty bucks to get me through this. Thank fucking God.
I wasn’t quite so empty anymore.
Maggie
The knock at the door wasn’t that unusual. Mom was gone, Lena was at the office working again, and in our little subdivision kids were constantly selling stuff in school fundraisers. 
Except kids don’t stand at nearly six feet and have tattoos the color of candy all over them. And they don’t start conversations with, “You got a car and a guitar I can borrow?”
“Excuse me?” 
“Darla call you yet?’
“Excuse me? Tyler, what the hell are you doing at my house here in St. Louis?” My hinky meter went from zero to Oh Holy Fuck. I’d never had a stalker before, but I’d worked with plenty of women on campus who had, plus after my rape I’d been followed by news camera crews and frat boys who thought— 
“Chill. It’s cool.” He kept his voice low. Too low. “I live here.”
“You do not live here.”
“I mean I live in St. Louis.”
“Get out!”
“Did Darla call you?”
“No.”
“Your phone off?”
“What? What? What are you talking about? Why are you asking me questions about my phone and Darla and Tyler Gilvrey what in the fucking hell are you doing outside my mom and dad’s house?” 
I pulled back, imagining myself at a distance from this. My therapists had recommended that when I faced massive fear. Imagine you’re at a distance, giving advice. I could feel the plume of terror threatening to overtake me, and if he made one move toward me, I’d—
And then he did. One simple step toward me was all it took. Instinct flooded my veins and I pulled one foot up, twisted my hip and kicked him with my leg at a perfect right angle, my flat, bare sole hitting him square on in the nuts.
I didn’t know a guy could scream like that.
Mrs. Wilmer from next door shrieked as Tyler folded in half and fell backward off the two-step front stoop. Her little Labradoodle, a mocha-colored puffball with pink and purple ribbons above its ears, began barking furiously and shot across the yard.
“Margaret! Margaret! Is this man hurting you?” Mrs Wilmer called out. She had been watering her flower bed with a hose and a watering sprayer and came over, still holding it. If she was four-foot-eight I’d be surprised, and she probably weighed less than most backpacks at my college. Her bangs were cut straight across and about a half-inch from her hairline. She wore giant glasses that looked like something from a 1980s sitcom, and she normally walked with a walker.
That woman fairly sprinted to my aid.
I felt like one of those spin art canvases, my inner world twirling and splattering into patterns that would later be beautiful and enchanting but right now were just smears and chaos.
Her dog...what was its name?...jumped right on Tyler’s leg and sank its fangs into his calf.
Who knew Tyler could hit notes that high?
“Help! God, ow, help!” he shouted, hitting three octaves at once, rolling on the ground.
Mrs. Wilmer turned purple with rage. “You can’t hurt Margaret! How dare you!”
Tyler answered by shaking the leg the dog was biting.
“And now you want to hurt my little Attila! Sic ‘em, Attila! That’s right. Protect Mommy and Margaret!”
Tyler rolled on the ground like he was on fire, then shifted one leg under his hips, starting to stand.
Mrs. Wilmer shot him in the face with the hose sprayer.
And he went down. Boom.
“Ah, fuck, Maggie, help me,” he moaned. 
“He said the ‘f’ word! How obscene!” Mrs. Wilmer said to me, enraged. Her eyes bulged and her browned teeth were bared at Tyler in an odd symmetry with her little dog. “Margaret, go get one of those portable telephones and call the fuzz!”
“The...what?”
“We need to get the fuzz out here to arrest this mugger!”
“No police!” Tyler groaned.
“See! He’s going to stand up and kidnap us and do unspeakable things!”
I looked down at the ground. Mrs. Wilmer still had the hose focused on Tyler, and Attila wasn’t letting go of his leg. My crotch kick left the guy folded in half. With the colorful arm tattoos he looked like something out of a Garden Club display.
“Call Darla! Call Charlotte,” he groaned. “They’ll tell you why I’m here.”
“Who are Darla and Charlotte, young man?” Mrs. Wilmer bent down and sprayed him in the eyes. “You can’t pull one over on us!”
Attila released Tyler and shimmied up his body, licking his face.
Pure adrenaline raced through me, but I took a few steps backward. Phone. Where was the phone?
Mrs. Wilmer mistook my uncertainty for fear. “I’ve got him, Margaret. Don’t worry. Between me and my little honey bunny Attila, we’ll keep you safe.”
Tyler let out a sound of outraged pain.
It wasn’t my safety I was worried about any more.
I sprinted into the kitchen and grabbed my phone and turned it back on. It had run out of power, and I’d been charging it all morning, and—
Seventeen messages?
Oh, shit.
I ran back to the front yard before Mrs. Wilmer went and got her six cats and made them try to eat Tyler, too.
“You’re calling 911?” she asked, eyebrows raised. I could only imagine how many replays this story would get for the next year at her bridge club. And at the local church she attended. And everywhere in town but social media.
“No, Mrs. Wilmer. Just checking to see if Tyler’s telling the truth.”
“You know this criminal?”
All I could do was nod.
“Quit waterboarding me, you old bat!” Tyler sputtered, the water choking him. 
“You apologize for that remark, young man! I am not an old bat. What a nasty thing to say!”
“And making your dog bite me while you torture me with a hose isn’t nasty?”
“I’m a good Christian woman!” she protested. “I am never nasty!” 
“Jesus fucking Christ,” Tyler said.
“You cannot take the name of the Lord in vain like that!” She pointed the hose at him. “Apologize to God or I’ll...”
“What?” he shrieked. I had one eye on my row of messages and one on him. It was a treat to see him so...emotional. So fired up. So—anything other than droll and dry and contained.
Tyler was one big bundle of muscled schadenfreude right now.
Messages. A ton of them. Most from Darla. Something about Tyler needing help getting to L.A. by Monday night. Then a stream of them from Charlotte. 
“Does he have a partner hiding in your house? Are you being kidnapped, Margaret?” hollered Mrs. Wilmer. “Please shout if you are!” followed by growling sounds, then Tyler whimpering.
Oh, boy. 
By the time I got back to the front stoop with the phone, Tyler was standing. He was crumpled a bit from my kick, and rubbing his bitten calf. He was soaking wet and while I should have felt pity or empathy or anger or something any decent human being would feel, all I noticed was how his wet t-shirt molded to what appeared to be an eight pack of abs.
Oh, my.
Mrs. Wilmer adjusted her glasses, then switched the hose into her left hand as Attila seamlessly leaped into her right arm and nestled in, panting at me like she expected a treat.
“Good dog,” I muttered.
Tyler mumbled a single-word obscenity.
“I’m fine, Mrs. Wilmer,” I explained.
“Glad someone is,” Tyler interrupted.
“Shut up, Frown.”
He did.
My phone buzzed. A call. I slid the phone open and caught Charlotte.
“Hey, what’s up?” she asked.
I surveyed the scene. “Do you really want to know?”
“Is Frown there?”
“Yes.”
“Are you okay?”
“No.”
“Did he...what’s going on?”
“She kicked me in the crotch and her neighbor’s little yappyass dog bit my leg and I got waterboarded!” Tyler screamed, his face red with rage and body taut with fury. “Tell Darla I never signed up for this shit!” 
Charlotte went silent. I said, “That’s about right.”
“What?” Charlotte gasped.
“Why are you and Darla calling me and texting me?”
“Because Tyler needs help getting to L.A. for a Tuesday concert, and you’re his only hope.”
“What the hell is he doing here? Is he stalking me?”
“In your fucking dreams,” he said under his breath. “I don’t stalk chicks who try to remove my balls with their toenails.” 
Charlotte sighed. “He’s from St. Louis. You didn’t know that?”
“No. What part?”
“What part what? Isn’t he there? Ask him.”
I turned to him. “What part of St. Louis are you from?”
“Why the fuck does that matter?” he snapped. 
I just cocked an eyebrow and played his silence game. I waited. And waited.
He muttered the name of a neighborhood that was constantly in the news for crime.
Mrs. Wilmer pointed at him. “I knew it! No good comes from that neighborhood.”
My turn to step in. “Thank you for your kind assistance, Mrs. Wilmer.”
“Kind,” Tyler snorted.
“But I’m fine now. Really. Tyler is a friend of mine from Massachusetts,” I said to her. “Where I work.” 
The poor old woman’s shocked face made me feel awful suddenly. “He’s your friend? Why didn’t you say so, Margaret! I would never have treated a friend of yours so poorly, even if he is,”—sniff—“from that part of the city.”
Tyler turned a new shade of purple.
“Come on in,” I said to him as Charlotte chattered on the phone. “Let’s sort this mess out.” 
Tyler
I stood in the foyer of her really nice house in shock, dripping all over white tile. The house smelled like cinnamon and lavender and freshly-baked cookies. While Charlotte explained whatever Maggie needed to hear, I was a fucking wreck. Between getting a kick in the nuts that made any female MMA fighter look like a wimp, having fucking Cujo the poodle bite me like I was a chew toy, and some old lady who thought her watering hose was an AK-47, I was done with this day.
Done fucking done.
L.A. wasn’t worth it.
Nothing was worth it, least of all multi-colored muppet head over there, with her feet of steel. Holy fuck. Those were some powerful quads behind that kick. 
So why did my mind flit over to thinking about other ways those thighs could...oh, fuck.
She murmured and gasped on the phone with Charlotte. Protested and argued. I knew she was going to hate everything Charlotte and Darla said. Who wouldn’t be pissed to have a person they despised show up at their door needing a favor?
Unannounced, too. At least I wasn’t penniless. Thank God for small favors and savings accounts you can’t drain with a debit card.
But three hundred and fifty bucks was probably what they paid for a month of gardening services here. To these people, I was dog shit. The old bat next door made that clear. Guy from my part of town?
Bad news.
I was bad news, and from the sounds of the argument Maggie was having on the phone with Charlotte, she agreed with Cujo next door.
Bite me.
Maggie got off the phone and moved slowly, reaching for a cookie on a plate. Then she put the cookie in her mouth, picked up the plate, and walked from the open kitchen to the foyer.
She held the plate out toward me.
“Want one?”
I gaped in disbelief. “Antibiotic cream and dry clothes are what I need. Not something out of a Pillsbury commercial.”
She made a face of mock horror. “They’re made from scratch!”
I just glared.
“And you need a ride to L.A.” She chewed, never taking her eyes off me.
“Not sure about that now.”
She frowned. “You don’t need a ride to L.A.?”
I snagged a cookie and shoved it in my mouth, chewing like I was eating straw. Rage, fury, embarrassment, and shock all coursed through me. My blood was a soup of those shit emotions we all work so hard to push down. It pumped and pumped through me in a loop, like all that crap would never leave my body.
Maybe that was true. Maybe it was always there and I was fooling myself thinking I could escape it.
But making a stupid, impulsive decision not to go to L.A. wouldn’t help, either.
“No. I do.”
“You do need a ride? Can’t you take a flight?”
“No ID.”
She nodded slowly. Those glowing eyes looked at me like something out of a Pixar movie. “And you can’t take a train, either?”
“Too slow, plus—they sometimes check ID.”
“What happened to your stuff? Your wallet?”
“Got rolled.”
“Mugged?”
I nodded.
“Damn. That sucks.”
“I also got crotch kicked by a chick who looks like something from a Pokemon episode. It’s been a shit day. You giving me a ride or not?” 
Her face morphed into a WTF? expression. “Say ‘pretty please.’”
“What?”
“Ask me nicely.”
No. I just stared at her. That should work. Most people couldn’t stand being stared at for long periods of time. They always cracked. My calf throbbed where the dog bit me and goosebumps started to form on my arms from being wet and cold, but I locked eyes with her and didn’t move. 
Pretty soon I could barely breathe. Layer after layer of time and space peeled back as I saw Maggie. Watched her glowing blue eyes twitch, saw how the muscles of her mouth stored some words she wasn’t saying. Our breath became the only sound in the room. It filled my ears, like the tide coming in. 
“Don’t you need to go home and pack?” she finally asked. 
That’s a normal question, right? Except nothing about this fucked up mess was normal. Nothing about my fucked up home was normal. Nothing about my family was normal. I didn’t really have it in me to answer the question. I stayed silent.
“Well? Tyler? Frown? Hello? When someone asks you a question, the decent human thing to do is give an answer.”
“I don’t have one.”
“You don’t have an answer?”
“I don’t have a home.”
“You’re homeless?”
I thought back on what the apartment looked like after Johnny tossed it. I could answer her question in lots of ways. They all spun around in my head like confetti in a blender. None of them paused long enough for me to see the words.
It was easier to say what she assumed.
“Something like that.”
Alarm filled her eyes. Fuck. That was the wrong answer.
“I have an apartment. Live there with my dad,” I said quickly. Let’s leave Johnny out of this. Too complicated.
The fear receded. You tell people what they want to hear and they mostly leave you alone. Except I couldn’t have Maggie leave me alone right now.
I needed her.
I hated needing people.
“Then why did you say you don’t have a home?” 
I looked around her house, this nice suburban two-story colonial along the edge of the city. No one I knew lived in a house like this except Joe and Trevor and Liam. It was like another world. This was a home. Where I lived with my dad and Johnny?
That was just a warehouse for fleshbags.
“I don’t know,” I said. And it was true. I didn’t. No answer came out. Just the cloud of confetti.
Her eyes narrowed. “You say that a lot.”
“There’s a lot of stuff I don’t know.”
She went to open her mouth and ask another question. Normally, I walk away from people when they do this. The questions felt like bullets. But this time, I asked one.
“Why’s your hair half purple?”
She reached up and touched it like she was suddenly remembering it was there. “Oh, this?” One corner of her mouth tipped up. “I was just...” Something in her smile faded. “I was just upset.”
“You dye your hair when you’re upset?”
She shrugged. “Sure. Beats getting high or cutting myself.”
My eyebrows shot up. Man, she just jumped the shark, huh? “You do that shit?”
She shook her head then looked at me, steadily, eyes rolling. “No. That’s the point. I dye my hair instead of doing that shit. Weren’t you listening?”
“It’s hard to figure out which of the thousands of words that come out of your mouth I’m supposed to pay attention to.”
She gave me a hard look.
“All of them, Frown. All of them.”
I could taste her heartbeat in my throat.
“Fine. Look, you got a bathroom? And a dryer?”
“What?” The hand holding the plate of cookies started to shake.
I gestured at my body. “I need to dry my clothes. I need a quick shower. And a first aid kit. If we’re leaving now, I need to—”
“Hold on!” she protested. “Leaving now?”
My eyes searched the room for a clock. Found one. “Yeah. It’s about a twenty-nine hour drive, and that’s with a good pace. Gotta be there by Monday for the Tuesday show, and that’s cutting it fucking close. So...”
She looked me up and down, then looked upstairs. “Yeah. Um, the shower’s up there. Towels are in the linen closet.”
Linen closet. We didn’t have a linen closet in my apartment. A closet for nothing but towels and sheets? These people might as well be Martha Stewart. 
“Okay.” I walked past her and got halfway up the white carpeted stairs. “I’ll leave my clothes in the hall. Can you, uh...put them in the dryer?”
She let out a long sigh. 
“Sure.”



Chapter Four
Maggie
He walked up the stairs and I waited, willing my brain to stop thinking about the fact that he was about to be naked in my parents’ shower. 
The past fifteen minutes had just upended my life. Again.  
Charlotte had insisted I needed to do this. That the band’s big break would be ruined if Tyler wasn’t there. She had begged and pleaded, but ended the call with words that haunted me:
“Maybe this is just what you need.”
What? I need to spend two days driving to the west coast to rescue some asshole who didn’t have the decency to turn me down gently when I threw myself at him?
No.
And yet...she’d begged. If Tyler couldn’t make it to L.A., the band was screwed. Their tour would disintegrate and it was like that old kid’s story.
For want of a shoe, the kingdom was lost.
Except in this case, for want of a Frown, the rock stars were fucked.
The bathroom door opened, and I heard a weird, muted thunking sound. Those must be his wet clothes. The shower went on, and I trudged up the stairs slowly on legs made of concrete. A small, tidy pile of—oddly enough—folded, wet clothes were there. T-shirt. Jeans. Socks.
And...hmmm. No underwear.
He must go commando.
A furious blush hit my body like a heat wave, like being in an overly air-conditioned theater in August and walking outside into ninety-four degree weather. My eyes darted to the door, my ears catching the sound of the shower curtain sliding on the pole.
I ran down the stairs and threw his pile of clothes in the dryer. 
Kathunk. Kathunk. Kathunk.

The rhythm of the machine soothed me.
I didn’t want to drive halfway across the country with a guy who had just set my heart on a salsa dance. Being contained in a car for all those hours alone with him was about as appealing as, well, being rejected.
But Charlotte was my best friend. You do weird, crazy stuff for your bestie. Mostly so you can throw it in their face for the next six decades.
A cup of coffee, three more cookies, and a thorough reading of all of Darla and Charlotte’s messages later, I was more composed. The GPS on my phone said L.A. was twenty-nine hours away. More than 1,800 miles. A rudimentary plan formed in my head.
That plan was: no.
I couldn’t seriously think about doing this, could I? I’d said yes to Charlotte, but that was under pressure. Now, as Frown washed his naked body with the same shower gel I used on mine, as his clothes tumbled in our dryer, and as my foot still tingled with the feeling of crushing his testicles, the absurdity of all of this seeped in.
I began to laugh and couldn’t stop.
The rumble of Lena’s car engine in the driveway shook me out of my thoughts. I heard a car door slam, Attila bark, Lena call out to someone, and then— 
“Why is Mrs. Wilmer standing out there like a member of a SWAT team surveying a hostage situation?” she asked, eyebrow cocked, her suit wrinkled and shirt collar stained with a thin line of coffee.
“Well....”
She froze, her ear turning toward the upstairs. “Is someone showering?” In that exact instant, the water went off.
“No.”
“Maggie!” she whispered, the sound furtive and laden with meaning. “Do you have a man here?”
We both swiftly turned our heads toward the upstairs as a door clicked open. The sound of footsteps on carpet followed. Tyler appeared, his hair wet, his colorful skin on display, because he was only wearing a bath towel tucked around his waist.
“Holy mother,” Lena said under her breath. 
I shot her a nasty look that might as well have screamed, Mine. 
At least she could breathe. I, on the other hand, lost the ability.
“Oh. Uh, hi.” Tyler gave Lena an awkward look. “I’m Tyler.”
Lena smiled nice and wide, her dimples showing in triplicate. “Hi, Tyler. I’m Lena. Maggie’s sister.”
He walked down the stairs slowly, the towel nearly slipping. He caught it and acted as if there were nothing at all out of the norm about parading around my parents’ house wearing a small piece of terrycloth in front of me and Lena.
“My clothes dry?” he asked me, his face pleasant but not smiling.
“Um....”
Lena bit back a laugh.
“Where’s the dryer?” 
Lena pointed. I had become a statue, completely entranced by the way his tats danced on the strong curves of his muscled chest and arms.
He walked into the little laundry room off the back of the kitchen where his clothes went Kathunk. Kathunk. Kathunk.
Like my heart.
“You finally decide to sleep with someone and that’s who you pick? You have some fine taste, sis,” Lena said in a conspirator’s voice.
I hit her shoulder. “I’m not sleeping with him.”
“Then can I have him?”
“Shut up! And you’re supposed to be gay!”
“Doesn’t mean I can’t admire.” She snorted. “If you’re not sleeping with him, why is he naked in our house?” 
She had me there.
“It’s a long story.” I frowned. “And I need to borrow your car.”
“For what?”
“To drive to L.A.”
Lena’s eyes went wide with surprise, then narrowed with suspicion. “I need cookies for this conversation.”
“I need alcohol.”
“You got any coffee?” asked a deep baritone. Tyler came back from the laundry room dressed in his mostly-dry clothes, finger-combing his wet hair. He was barefoot and, as I now knew, commando, the faded denim jeans all worn and sculpted to fit his hips and ass.
“We have coffee!” Lena said brightly. “What can I make you? An espresso, a latte, a cappuccino, or—”
“Just coffee. thanks.”
Perplexed, Lena watched him like he was an alien.
“Do we have ‘just coffee’, Maggie?” She looked at the espresso machine Dad bought on a business trip in Seattle a few years ago.
“Run a double shot of espresso and let it go until the cup’s full,” I ventured.
Tyler looked at us like we were the aliens.
“If it’s too much trouble, we can just hit a donut shop on the way out of town,” he said. 
Lena visibly shuddered. “Dear God, no. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. Not even on my douchey ex.” She pulled out the small ceramic container where Mom and Dad stored ground coffee and began making Tyler’s cup. 
Tyler looked at me.
“How long before we can go?” he asked. 
Lena flipped the switch and the pump began, thick, black coffee pouring into the white mug. “You’re serious,” she said to me as the coffee poured out. “You need to borrow my car for a road trip?”
“Um,” I said, swallowing. My mouth had gone dry. Tyler just stood there, eyes on the coffee machine.
Lena switched the pump off and handed him the cup.
He surveyed the thick milky foam with narrowed eyes. “Oh, uh—I usually drink it black.” 
She smirked. “It is black. That’s just crema. Drink up.”  
He took a tiny sip and raised one eyebrow. “Huh.” 
“Can I talk to you privately, Maggie?” she asked, teeth together, eyes aglow. There was fear, intrigue, curiosity, surprise, and a determination I knew damn well. 
Lena thought I was nuts.
And, really, was she wrong?
She grabbed my biceps and pulled me in the hallway where our parents’ bedroom and office were. Tyler was left alone in the kitchen, now gulping the coffee.
“Tell me what you’ve done with my real sister, because the Maggie I know would never in a million years have a bad boy tattoo’d hottie taking a shower in our house while asking to borrow my car so she could go on a road trip to L.A. with him and have some fun.”
“I’m offended you think I’m not capable of having fun!”
“Don’t red herring me, Margaret,” Lena said in a severe voice, her finger in my face, pointing up. “I’m a lawyer. I was in debate club. I know when I’m being distracted. And I’m distracted enough by that chest. Holy Jesus, did someone carve it out of marbled butter?”
“Hey! Quit ogling my...” Oh, damn. Tyler wasn’t “my” anything. She had every right to turn him into eye candy.
She swallowed, her face softening, eyes going narrow with worry. “What are you doing? Who is this guy, really?”
I leaned against the wall for support. “He’s my friend Charlotte’s boyfriend’s substitute bass player for their band.”
“Oh, well, then. That explains everything. He’s practically family.”
Lena’s sarcasm made me defensive. “He’s fine. I’ve known him for a while.” 
A small lie. Seeing him a handful of times at concerts over the past year, throwing myself at him on a rooftop, and kissing him in the hospital a few days ago didn’t exactly add up to a long-term friendship, but...
“Look. He got mugged. Someone stole his instrument and his phone and wallet. The guy has nothing but a few hundred bucks. That’s it. He needs to get to L.A. and without ID, the only safe way is to have someone drive him there. I can’t even lend him a car—”
Lena cut me off. “Listen to yourself, Maggie! Lend him a car? Are you nuts?”
“I said I can’t—and won’t—because he has no ID. And suddenly, the band manager called and they entire band has a huge big break. But we have to get him to L.A. in two days. The concert’s Tuesday.”
“You plan to drive alone with this guy for two days?” Those big, brown eyes were calm on the outside but underneath I knew she was evaluating me. Assessing me. Making sure this wasn’t a Maggie who was devolving. She’d seen it before, seven years ago, and the worry lines etched into her face as she studied me made me think of Mom.
Who, thank God, wasn’t here right now. If either Mom or Dad were here they’d talk me out of this.
“He looks pretty menacing to me,” she said, then cleared her throat meaningfully.
I touched my hair. “Seriously? You’re judging people by their exterior?”
“You do it to keep people out.”
I thumbed toward Tyler. “Why do you think he does it?”
“I don’t get tats and crazy hair colors. I can admire them, but I don’t get it.”
“You don’t have to get it. You just have to lend me your car for a few days. Use Dad’s while I’m gone. I can’t take that.”
She smirked. “He’d kill you. No one touches his Tesla.” Dad’s midlife crisis had been to buy a Tesla. Mom said she appreciated that vs. a mistress. Who wouldn’t? Teslas don’t give you herpes. Although, Dad loved that car so much he probably would have sex with it if he could. 
Lena sighed and bounced one foot nervously. I watched her face, realizing how tired she was, as she grappled with this. 
“You need to do this,” she finally said, her voice firm.
“I do?”
“Yes. You’ve been wound tight as a drum for more years than needed. Mom and Dad treat you like you’re broken. They love you, but the kid glove treatment is hard to watch.”
“Jealous?” 
She shot me a look that said she was anything but. “Not jealous. I just think that if something in you intuitively says to do this, you should trust your gut.” 
My gut. Trust. The words didn’t make sense. Some day maybe they would. All I knew right now was that she wasn’t fighting me on this. Weird.
She reached into her jacket pocket and handed me her car keys. “Good thing we’re all still on a family car insurance policy.” Ever-pragmatic Lena lived in a small cottage behind the house. Our grandma had lived there until last year, when she’d died. Lena’s return was smooth after she and her long-term boyfriend of eight years had separated. 
Having her accept this made me deeply insecure. It was like someone poked a small hole in my slightly under-inflated balloon self. The steady, small leak made me collapse from the inside out. Already on the fence, I found myself questioning this strange ordeal.
And then my phone buzzed, forgotten in my pocket and now insisting on my attention. I held up one finger to tell Lena to hold on and answered it.
“Hi, Darla.”
“Oh, thank fucking God, Maggie. I’ve been half out of my mind sending messages. Tyler emailed me from the library earlier about how he got cleaned out and I freaked and called Charlotte and I can’t believe he lives in the same city as you! How’s that for serendipity.”
Yeah. Right.
“Lucky, huh?” I muttered.
“It’s fate!” she shouted. Lena widened her eyes and I mouthed the words band manager. 
She nodded slowly and whispered, “I’m going to talk to Mr. Bad Boy. Give him the third degree.”
I rolled my eyes. I knew Lena. She’d pack him a goodie bag and bake him two dozen pecan sandies while covertly doing an interrogation worthy of the CIA.
“Maggie, you there? Tyler there?”
“He’s here.”
“So you’ll drive him out?”
My answer perched on the tip of my tongue. Once the promise was made I couldn’t back out. Seven long years since the defining moment of my life. Two months since I tried to use Tyler like a white board eraser. I’d needed him to rub me out.
Er...
“Yes,” I answered quickly. Before I could change my mind.
“YAY!” Darla screamed. “You got a credit card? We’ll reimburse you for expenses. If you guys need a hotel room for the trip, let me know.”
Record scratch moment.
Hotel room?
I heard a low, smooth baritone voice laughing in the distance. Who else was here? I walked to the end of the hall and peered into the kitchen to see Lena stacking bags of chips and pulling out coffee thermoses from the cupboards. 
And laughing with Tyler.
I’d never seen him laugh like this before. Ever. The sound was infectious, making a grin spread across my face and filling me with a fuzzy glow. 
Twenty-nine hours of that sound, alone, in a car with him? Oh, yeah.
“Maggie? You there?”
“Yeah, Darla. I’ll get him there.”
She let out a whoosh of relief. “Thank you so much! I know you and Tyler have a...past.”
“Stop right there. I’m not talking about it.”
“But maybe this is fate.”
Please.
“Maybe it’s just bad luck,” I replied, trying to get her off this track. “And I can help Frown now. It’s all good.”
“The band owes you. Big time.”
“The band can foot the bill for my night at a luxury hot springs spa in Colorado on my drive back.”
I could hear her smile through the phone. “Deal.”
“I mean it.”
“I know you do.”
By the time I got off the phone and back into the kitchen, Tyler’s smile was long gone and his laugh was, too. Lena was filling an insulated grocery bag with enough food to feed the entire band for two days.
My bags were packed from coming home. I was just on a plane yesterday. My mind reeled. Tyler drank another cup of coffee and expertly worked the espresso machine, filling a mug with an empty thermos next to it.
Way to make yourself at home. And how had he figured out the machine so quickly, without watching the instructional DVD?  
“You need to pack?” he asked, not looking up from the machine.
“Yeah.” I walked upstairs, grabbed three of everything I’d need, and as I went through my suitcase I found the five-pound bag of gummy bears Darla had given me after that night I babysat her, Charlotte and Amy when they’d gotten something psychedelic in their drunk ice cream pie.
Darla had mumbled something about having twelve bags of them and how her mother entered sweepstakes and won shit like that and not homes or cars. On impulse, I carried it in one hand and my backpack in the other.
I pack light.
“I printed maps for you,” Lena said, a little breathless with excitement. “Just in case GPS dies on you. You have two choices: go through Kansas, Colorado and Utah, or the southern route, through Missouri, Oklahoma, New Mexico and Arizona.” 
“Boring old farm land or boring old desert,” he said.
Lena just shrugged. “I’d recommend the northern route. More scenic.” 
I thought the southern route would be easier, but said nothing.
I plunked the gummy bears in the insulated tote and turned to Tyler.
“Ready?”
His eyes locked on mine, seconds descending us into a bond I couldn’t bear. Something about that penetrating gaze and his very few words made me dissolve.
“Yeah,” he said, walking toward the door. “Wait. You got a guitar?” 
“A guitar?”
He shrugged, jaw tight with tension. He really hated asking for help, didn’t he? “Yeah. I need something to practice on. Something to keep my fingers busy.” He held out his palms. The calluses were thick.
Lena made a silly snorting sound, then walked upstairs to a small storage closet and came down with her old guitar in the case. A layer of dust coated the top. 
“You haven’t played that in years!” I declared.
She looked at Tyler. “You can have it.”
“No way. I’m borrowing it,” he ground out, nostrils flaring, as if she’d offended him.
Lena didn’t notice—or didn’t care—that he was being contradictory. “I haven’t touched that thing since my senior year of high school, and I’d rather see it put to good use.”
He spat out a grudging “Thanks,” then said, “but Maggie’ll bring it back.” He climbed in Lena’s little red sedan and slammed the door shut. 
All Lena did was nod.
Just like that, we said good-bye to Lena, who gave me a big hug and whispered:
“I packed condoms for you in there, too.”



Chapter Five
Tyler
I was stuck in a car for twenty-nine fucking hours with a woman who had thirty hours worth of lecturing built up inside her like a pressure cooker.
And no phone. No earbuds. I was a sitting duck.
“You should have something to eat,” she said as I sank down in my seat and pretended to sleep. 
“I’m fine.”
“What have you eaten? Other than Lena’s cookies?” 
That gave me pause. My answer would have to be nothing. I wasn’t admitting that, though. 
My stomach made a nervous sound heard only in movies directed by Ridley Scott.
I gave her a look that said back off.
She did. We drove in tense peace, listening to anything but Random Acts of Crazy. Maggie’s taste in music leaned toward Tori Amos. Christina Perry. Sad chick indie rock. I was fine with that for an hour, but my brain would wave a white flag and beg for POW status soon if I had to listen to nothing but that for twenty-nine hours. 
After about a half hour on the road, she turned to me and asked, “When are you going to tell me what really happened?”
“Huh?” I knew this was coming, but it was easier to pretend I didn’t. 
“You didn’t get mugged.”
“I got cleaned out.” The memory of this morning made my gut ache. Nothing like being betrayed by your own brother. The one you helped raise since you were eleven. 
Not thinking about that. Not thinking about that. Not thinking about that.
“That’s not the same as mugged. Muggers don’t get their hands on your wallet, phone and instrument.”
I said nothing.
“C’mon, Tyler. You owe me an explanation.” 
Owe. They all said that eventually. My life was a mixture of being told what I did and didn’t deserve, and what I did and didn’t owe people.
“I owe you money to pay you back. I owe you my gratitude for helping. I do not owe you an explanation,” I said, all in a voice that I hoped meant she’d put this topic to rest.
“Hah!”
Guess not.
“You think you can just be the Emperor of the Car Trip?” She started using her hands to gesture wildly. 
Fuck.
“And declare silence? Nope. You owe me an explanation because you have to admit it was pretty fucking bizarre to have you reject me two months ago, come to Joe’s hospital room, insult me, then kiss me, and a few days later show up at my home in St. Louis!”
Yeah. She was right. It was loony.
“Okay.”
“Okay? Okay? That’s all you have to say?”
“I guess so.”
“It’s like talking to a brick wall,” she declared to the air, as if it were listening.
I could handle being compared to the brick wall. Brick walls are solid. They stay put. They have your back. They do what they need to do and leave people alone.
Best of all?
They don’t talk.
“Who stole from you?”
My body went cold and my stomach turned into a twist tie.
“What?”
“Who stole from you?”
“A guy.”
“You know him?”
I sighed. “Yes.”
“Was it a drug deal gone bad?”
She went there, huh? Because they always go there. You look like me, you come from my part of the city, you get stereotyped.
I took a deep breath through my nose. My body was crawling with a prickly feeling that someone once said was shame. A teacher at school, maybe middle school. I don’t remember. We were learning about feelings in some social studies class and she said that shame was a social emotion. Other people make it happen to you. 
But you have to do it together. They trigger it and you join in.
“Drug deal?”
“Well.” She stopped herself, her voice going quiet. 
Maybe I could trigger shame in someone, too.
“You assume that’s the only reason someone like me could get rolled?”
Her cheeks went pink and she stared straight ahead at the road. Those wild hands went white-knuckled on the steering wheel.
“Tyler, I—”
“Believe what you want.”
“What?” 
“Believe what you want,” I repeated, then shrugged. “That’s what people like you do.”
Her eyebrows softened and her eyes narrowed. “People like me?”
I said nothing. Why bother? I’d said too much already, and I really didn’t need to get kicked out of the car. 
“Tyler? You can’t just fold up and go silent after saying something like that!”
But I did, nestling down and facing the door.
“Tyler!” she shrieked. If she thought that would work, she was sorely mistaken. One skill I’d honed over the years: ignoring people. Even when they’re in your face. 
Especially when they’re in your face.
“You are such an asshole.”
Whatever.
“I’m driving for twenty-nine hours with you and you could at least have the decency to talk to me.”
Silence.
“You know what? Fuck it. You don’t have to talk, but I’m not going to hold back. So I’ll just say whatever I want and until you answer, it’s all a monologue. You know what a monologue is?”
Purgatory.
“If you don’t, you’re about to find out, Tyler.”
I shifted and turned my ear away. She reached for the radio and found some pop music station that played Justin Bieber.
Great. She was getting close to violating the Geneva Convention on Torture. I might have to call in the UN.
“I think you had someone break into your apartment and steal all your stuff. I asked if it was a drug deal gone bad because it’s a perfectly normal question to ask.”
“Really?” I muttered. “If Lena got mugged, would you ask her that?” I didn’t turn toward Maggie.
Silence.
A few beats later, she said in a small voice, “No.”
“Then it’s not a normal question to ask someone. Quit pretending it is.”
She blew out a long breath, turned the station to classic rock, and went quiet.
Steve Miller Band I could handle to fill the holes in the air between us. 
And there were a lot of holes.
Maggie
Mr. Silent Treatment. I finally decide to try to venture back into the realm of the XY chromosomed and I pick a hot troglodyte with a chip on his shoulder the size of my fear.
I shifted in my seat, his silence like a frown. A glare. A rebuke. Should I have asked about the drug deal? No. But I wasn’t perfect, and everything that came out of my mouth from the moment he’d appeared on my doorstep—no, from the moment on that rooftop, two months ago—was just a blur of whirling emotion shaped and molded into words.
I didn’t know what I was doing, yet I couldn’t stop doing it.
Why him? Why this guy? He was turned away from me, his hip jutting up, body bisected by the beige seatbelt. His jeans were clean but well worn, a little wrinkled from the day. A small patch of skin poked out between the hem of his t-shirt and his waist and it was dappled with brown hair, yet tanned. Tight. The kind of skin a guy who spends time using his body has.
His shoulders were hunched and his neck as tense as could be. I let myself breathe for a while, fighting the impulse to lash out again. He wouldn’t be intimidated, which was good, I guessed. Hell, I didn’t know anything these days.
Lena had sent me off with her car, road food, and a pack of condoms, like the rape had never happened. For seven long years I’d taken ten thousand tiny pieces of memory. Pieces of who I had been. Slivers of a Maggie that had once been whole and taken that wholeness for granted, like we assume we can breathe.
And I’d glued all those pieces together with an awareness that came at the end of a dagger to my soul. Like being poked a thousand times a day, I’d had to soldier through the pain.
Tyler had no idea what it had taken to decide that he was safe enough to sleep with, but shallow enough to walk away from.
The scary part was that while the former might have been true, the latter wasn’t. I should have been repulsed by him, but instead I found myself intrigued. Interested.
Undeniably curious.
My hands vibrated against the steering wheel and I opened my mouth, knowing I shouldn’t.
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“Good.”
“Excuse me?”
“I said ‘good.’”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means it’s good you’re sorry.”
“Sorry for what?”
“For whatever you’re apologizing for.”
“You are impossible!”
“I’m not impossible. Just confused.”
“This is the part where you’re supposed to say you’re sorry.”
“For what?”
“For....for...”
“For turning you down when you wanted to fuck?”
My legs went numb. He was still turned away, and if he’d looked right at me in that moment I think some slivers of my broken self would have sloughed off. 
“Yes.” I said it before I thought through it carefully.
Now he turned toward me. I stared at the road and let him look at me. What choice did I have?
“I’m supposed to apologize for not fucking a drunk girl and taking advantage of her?”
“I wasn’t that drunk! I was fully consenting.”
“You picked me for a fuck and forget.”
“A what?”
“A fuck and forget.” He snorted, still staring at me. “You wanted a quick, hot fuck, and a morning where you walk away and forget about me.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Isn’t it obvious?”
I frowned and turned to look him in the eye. “No. it’s not. Spell it out for me.” 
This was the most authentic conversation I’d had with a human being other than Charlotte or my therapist. I’d never, ever had a man talk to me like this.
Talk with me like this.
“You wanted me to be your throwaway guy. And you wanted to do it drunk.” He sat up, his shirt slipping up and exposing his belly before he could pull it down. He stretched up and looked at the road ahead. “I guess you had to get drunk in order to approach me.” 
“I—” I started to protest, because that’s the social expectation, right? Don’t ever admit that you use people. That you view people as objects to manipulate to achieve goals. That you stereotype because it’s easier than being vulnerable.
He stared dead on at me, one eyebrow cocked, a look of c’mon on his face.
“Yes,” I hissed, nearly clapping my hand over my mouth to stop the horses after they escaped the barn.
His face lit up in a grin that made my body tingle.
“Thank you.” He turned away and settled back down for his fake nap.
“For what?”
“For being real for a split second. It was nice.”
“Fuck you!” 
“Here we go again.”
“I’m real!”
“Not with me. Why’d you pick me? Why’d you hit on me?”
“Why did you say no? C’mon, real boy. Quit being Pinocchio and tell some truth.”
His neck went tense again. I struggled to keep my eyes on the road.
Silence.
“Hypocrite,” I spat out. How in holy hell was I going to manage twenty-eight more hours of this?
He shot around in his seat like an alligator twisting to subdue its prey. “Hypocrite? How in the fuck am I a hypocrite?”
Ah. I hit a nerve. 
Let’s poke it a bit.
“You expect me to be real and pour my guts out but you’re sitting there withdrawn and sullen—” 
“I am not sullen—”
“And you’re being a total emotional wuss.”
His eyes blazed, shining with a calculated gleam, like a chess player processing nine moves ahead. All the possible permutations led to one outcome:
Either he was a coward, or he was gone.
“I turned you down because the timing wasn’t right.”
“Timing?”
“You caught me on a really, really bad night.”
“What happened?”
He sighed. “You’re not my fucking shrink.”
“I have no desire to be anyone’s shrink. I’ve been a patient far too many times.”
He narrowed his eyes and watched me as he tapped on the car’s console. Then he asked: “Because of the rape?”
Oh, we were getting real, all right. 
“You know about that?”
Nod.
“How?”
“Liam.”
“Liam told you?” I was going to go back to Massachusetts and strangle him.
“He told me your full name and to Google you.”
“And you did.”
“Yes.”
“Before or after the, uh...rooftop?”
“Does it matter?”
That made me jolt. Does it matter? Did it really matter? Somehow it did, but I couldn’t explain why.
“Yes.” 
He nodded and blinked rapidly. I never noticed how long his eyelashes were. So dark compared to his brown hair. He had almond-shaped green eyes and the kind of lashes that look fake. Like someone plugged them in one at a time. It made him look so beautiful, like an actor’s close up shot.
“Okay. I understand.” He watched the landscape go by, a boring series of fields and farms. “It was after. Liam told me when I visited Joe in the hospital.”
“After you kissed me.”
“Yes.” He didn’t argue about the wording. Just yes. Yes I kissed you.
“Why did you kiss me?”  
“Why are you asking me all this, Maggie?”
“Because I don’t really have anything to lose, Frown. You already rejected me, and I’m burning with shame at that, but you turned to me when you needed help and now you’re at my mercy. If I’m going to be humiliated, I might as well get some truth in the bargain.”
That grin again.
“When you put it that way...”
I smiled. I couldn’t help myself.
“Your dimple piercings look awesome when you smile. You should do it more often,” he said.
“Quit changing the subject!”
He snapped his fingers in a gesture of aw, shucks. “You want to know why I kissed you in the hospital?”
“Yes.”
“Because you looked like someone who needed a kiss.”
“A pity kiss?”
“I don’t do pity kisses, Maggie. Or pity fucks. And I don’t let people turn me into fuck and forgets, remember?”
My mind was reeling.
“When you’re ready, you can tell me why you asked me to sleep with you. The truth. But I don’t think you’re ready now,” he said. 
And with that he turned away and really did go silent, leaving me with a pile of thoughts so tangled it would take way more than twenty-eight hours to straighten them out.
Tyler
Two hours into the trip I was ready for something in my stomach. 
Which felt like someone poured battery acid in it. Other than the cookies and coffee back at Maggie’s house, I’d eaten nothing for way too long.
I rifled through the bag of food her sister had packed. Spotted the gummy bears. More colors in there than Maggie’s hair. I imagined eating one. I did not gag.
Progress.
As I tore open the bag, Maggie barely glanced at me. She was listening now with great intent to some NPR report about how drinking green coffee made your metabolism do something. Maybe it turned you into a serial killer or made your babies smarter. 
At one point the news began, and I focused in on a few sentences:
“...CDC officials landed in the small, rural hamlet of Peters, Ohio, in central Ohio, where a mysterious gastrointestinal illness has swept the town. The puzzling condition has hospitalized eighty people and more than one hundred others have been treated for dehydration and diarrhea in area hospitals and clinics. The CDC is considering a quarantine in case an infectious agent is the cause of this....” 
“Isn’t Darla from Ohio? Or is it Iowa?” I asked Maggie. 
She scrunched up her face in concentration. “I thought she was from Iowa.” 
We both shrugged, the first time we agreed on a single thing. It seemed to remove some of the tension in the air. 
I put one red gummy bear on my tongue, moving slowly, like it was a cockroach.
I closed my mouth. The sweet, fruity taste was fine.
I sighed and relaxed. Sort of. “Relax” was an odd term after the conversation we’d had. Way to start off a long car trip where I felt like an asshole already. My calf throbbed from Cujo’s bite. My cock and balls had settled down and didn’t ache, but my ass hurt from sitting for so long. 
And my brain was in a blender again.
Something about Maggie made me want to talk. I don’t talk to people like this. Every time she asked me a question I wanted to give an answer. Answers are dangerous. You never know how the other person is going to react. You read their faces, their tone of voice, their demeanor and see if it matches the actual words. If not, go for safety. Say the fewest words. Be boring. Be nothing. 
And when they match? When the words match the nonverbal cues?
I don’t know.
It hasn’t happened much before, and never like this.
Never with someone I wanted to trust.
That night, two months ago, on the rooftop came back to me like being inhabited by a spirit. My breath caught in my throat and I went taut. My ribcage ached from containing the impulse to move. To talk and ask and pry and answer and share.
You can only go so long in life being an island before you realize the mainland is pretty damn nice, too.
Problem was, never before had I met someone who seemed to hate me and like me at the same time. I didn’t think the hate part was real. I think she hated the truth I brought out in her.
And then there was that whole rape thing.
She ignored me as I ate, stretched, drank water and let my stomach settle, but eventually she started talking. I knew she would. The air between us had too much potential. It felt ripe and raw.
Her words would be, too.
I stared at her, a little awed. This wasn’t real, right? People like Maggie didn’t exist. People who wanted to hear the truth. Who accepted my truth. Who didn’t judge or categorize.
Well, she did. Had. But something told me she had a wall as impenetrable as mine. When you encounter that, you have to find out what’s on the other side. Because if it was what I thought it was, Maggie was as strong as me.
And needed someone to be weak with.
Maybe I was wrong and this would fail.
I had to take that chance. Not like I had a choice.
“I asked you because you’re hot,” she confessed. 
I was in the middle of taking a huge swig of water when her words hit me and I sprayed the entire dashboard in an impression of Mrs. Wilmer’s watering hose.
“Jesus Christ, Tyler!” Maggie shouted.
“Sorry.” I wiped my chin. “It’s not every day an older woman calls me hot.”
“Older? I’m twenty-nine. How old are you?”
“Twenty-three.”
Her jaw dropped. I grinned at her. 
“Cougar,” I said.
She gaped, then made a cute little nose crinkling gesture. “Rawr.”
I burst out laughing. Couldn’t contain it. Isn’t every day a chick tells me I’m hot. Especially a chick I rejected.
“Why else?” I asked through gasps.
“Because I’m lonely.” She gave me the side-eye.
“Lonely’s pretty much the reason everybody hooks up,” I replied, wiping the dashboard with the edge of my shirt.
“Why did you really turn me down?” she asked. I looked at her and caught her checking out my abs. I flexed them and she quickly looked away.  
“You want the truth, or what I’m supposed to say?”
“The truth, of course.”
“You say that like it’s obvious.”
“It is.”
“Then you haven’t lived a hard enough life.”
“You know what, Tyler? You have this thing. This thing about being a know-it-all who thinks the world is judging him. Like you’ve had the hardest life ever and no one’s had it as bad as you.” 
Silence.
“You don’t know what other people live with on a daily basis. Most men lead lives of quiet desperation—” 
“Quoting Thoreau at me?”
“You read Thoreau?”
“No. I just know the quote from a coffee mug my mom had when I was younger.”
“Oh. I figured you studied him in college.”
“Didn’t go to college.” I sighed. “See? You assume everyone else is like you, Maggie.”
“No, I don’t!”
“Yes, you do.”
“Everyone else doesn’t dye their hair and pierce their face.”
“You only do that so you won’t be everyone else, but it doesn’t do any good. Changing the outside doesn’t change the inside.”
“Then why do you have so many colored tattoos?”
“Because I like them.”
“Maybe I like my colored hair and my piercings.”
I just grunted.
“And maybe your problem is that you assume you’re too different from the rest of the world to bother even trying to make a connection,” she declared. 
A forcefield surrounded me, like a layer of sweat that glowed.
“Do you know the rest of that quote?” I asked her, my voice low and slow. 
“The rest of what quote? I wasn’t quoting anything.”
“The Thoreau quote.”
“That’s it. ‘Most men lead lives of quiet desperation—”
“—and go to the grave with the song still in them,” I finished for her. “The entire quote is, ‘Most men lead lives of quiet desperation and go to the grave with the song still in them.’” I gave her a look I’ve never given anyone in my life before. I can’t describe or explain it. 
“Oh.”
“I am not going to the grave with the song still in me.” And with that, I reached into the backseat and pulled out Lena’s guitar, making room in the front seat for it in my lap.
Maggie looked at me for longer than was safe, then whipped her head back to watch the road.
I strummed, picking out songs I’d play on Tuesday. Hummed along. 
She opened her mouth and began to say something. Closed it. Opened it again. 
“You are the most infuriatingly confusing person I have ever met, Tyler.”
“Then you have lived a sheltered life.”
“Quit saying that! You act like I’m some sort of princess and you’re this rebel bad guy who’s lived a shit life while I’m in my little tower being pampered.” 
I just smirked.
“And you can think that all you want, Frown, if it makes you feel superior. If it gives you some sort of comfort or a cushion between the truth and what you fear.”
“Fear?” I snorted. “What fear?”
“Fear of letting someone in. Fear of letting someone say you’re hot, or try to get to know you better.”
“Sticking your hands on my ass on the rooftop was your way of getting to know me better?”
“No, it was my way of overcoming my fear.”
Huh.
“What fear?”
She shook her head. “You don’t get to know more about me than I know about you.”
We were playing the Show Me Yours I’ll Show You Mine game, only with feelings instead of cocks and pussies. 
“One question.”
“I’ve already asked it.”
“You’ve asked a bunch of questions, Maggie. Which one?”
“What are you afraid of?”
“Spiders.”
“What else?”
I strummed. “That was your one question. Mine is this: why is it so important for you to know all this stuff about me?”
She just shrugged.
“Fuck and forget,” I muttered.
“Why do you keep saying that?”
“Because that’s what you really wanted, and you’re pissed you didn’t get what you wanted, Princess.”
“I wanted someone who wouldn’t hurt me,” she rasped. 
A cold little animal woke up at the back of my head, right where the knot of bone and muscle rests. It moved, a stealthy little beast, and made my spine straighten. Maggie had just upped the ante in this truth session and I swallowed, barely able to think. Whatever higher-order function I was supposed to have just disappeared with the part of me that believed the world was a trustworthy place.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t that guy.”
Her nostrils flared.
Wrong answer again.
She cranked up the radio and breathed so carefully I could count with her. Four beats to inhale, four beats to exhale.
I’d said the wrong thing for her.
I’d said the only thing I could say that would keep her from getting too close and not hurt her too much. If I told her the truth—the real, visceral truth—then I’d just be a target for pain transfer. She could put it all on me and get out her demons and she’d be left refreshed and fine and I’d be fucked. 
Minus the fun.
A few handfuls of gummy bears and a quart of water later, I needed to pee. 
Maggie stopped at a small rest area. I was in and out in under two minutes, quietly climbing into the passenger seat. She was eating gummy bears like she was in a post-apocalyptic movie and she’d just offered me up as tribute in exchange for a bag of them.
We sped off. She said nothing. 
The next hour passed in a blur of water, more gummy bears, and most of the soundtrack to Dr. Zhivago. No idea whose CD that was. 
“I need to pee,” I announced.
“Again? No.”
“No? What do you mean, no?”
“No.”
“You look like Grumpy Cat when you say no.”
“I do not.”
“Yes, you do.”
“Do not.”
“Do so.”
My stomach made a sound that can best be described as the portal to hell opening up and belching. Maggie actually swerved while driving seventy-eight miles per hour.
“What was that?”
“My stomach.” 
Something in my gut shifted. 
“Oh, shit,” I said, breaking out into a sweat. “I need a bathroom. NOW.” 



Chapter Six
Maggie
I had become a self-contained box full of all the feels. All of them. Every single feeling in the universe had telescoped and concentrated, living behind my rib cage, under my eyelids, in the newly-emerging wrinkles around my eyes.
He made no sense. This man made zero sense. I reached down to the bag of gummy bears and shoved a handful in my mouth, then rooted in the bag for the chips Lena had packed. If I was going to pig out on road food, I’d do it right.
Two more miles and the rest area appeared. Tyler could not get out of the car and into the bathroom fast enough. Guy must have a bladder the size of a walnut.
It gave me a few minutes of peace to think.
What kind of mindfuck was he initiating here? Trying to get me to reveal more about myself while he stayed tight as a ship’s hull. And not the Titanic. I’d already told him too much about me, and for what? There was no hope of a relationship here. Tyler wasn’t into me. He was playing a dangerous game of cat and mouse that suddenly put me on edge more than I already was.
Bzzz.
Lena.
“Hey! How’s everything.”
“We’re high on gummy bears and good cookies.”
“Awww, that’s sweet.” Lena’s voice dropped. “How’s Tyler?”
“He’s on his second bathroom break in twenty minutes.”
“Is he okay?”
“He’s an asshole,” I said flatly.
“Oooo, then at least he’s interesting. You can always work with asshole, but you can’t fix boring.”
“Please don’t ever become an obituary writer.”
“I should know. I just left boring.” Lena’s ex was an accountant who spent an extraordinary amount of his free time carefully cataloging everything he did. Fitness, food, home improvement, finances—if there was an app or a spreadsheet, Tom used it. The breaking point came when he created a spreadsheet that tracked their sex life and compared it to sex surveys and national norms, pointing out that he was being cheated out of .7 blowjobs per month and 1.1 episodes of intercourse. 
She left. She explored. She found she was more attracted to women than men, though for a time she thought she was more gender fluid. I didn’t ask much about her sex life and she normally didn’t poke her nose into mine. Until now. 
“Tom wasn’t boring. A bit...obsessive with detail and data, but—”
“He was boring, Maggie. Worse than boring. He expected me to join him in his boringness and made it all about my failings when I didn’t. That’s when you leave.” 
I’d learned a long time ago to keep my mouth shut about Tom, because Lena had broken up with him twice before and if you tell someone the truth about their ex, and they get back together, guess who they hate?
You. The common enemy.
 I do know how to keep my mouth shut. Tyler’s not the only one.
“Just checking in,” Lena said. “You getting along?”
“He’s about as talkative as a stuffed Smurf.”
“You drink enough and the stuffed animals start to talk.”
“Shut up, Lena.”
“I love you too.” She got off the phone and I stared at the little glass screen, shaking my head. A few moments of silence, of aloneness, were what I needed. 
On the outside, this trip was simple: help a guy who needed to get to L.A. so the band could get its first national concert. 
On the inside, this was a series of small clusterfucks that added up to—what? There didn’t seem to be an end game here. A goal. A resolution. I was tumbling through space with my emotions in a wire cage, rolling over and over as bits and pieces fell through the holes and I tried not to get bruised along the way.
I’d spent seven years living life like that. Well, five. The first two years I’d spent simply tying to stop the never-ending images and physical sensations of reliving my attack.
That took every ounce of energy I had.
Tyler came walking back to the car, looking a little odd. Pale. Oh, no. Was he getting sick? I couldn’t drive the rest of the way with a puking guy in my car.
“You okay?” I asked as he buckled up.
“Sure.”
“If you’re not, we can—”
“I’m fine. Drive. You drive the next hour and then I’ll take the next shit—er, shift.”
I gave him a questioning look that he ignored. I pulled away. As I got back on the interstate, Tyler began to breathe meditatively, his eyes like bullets aimed for the horizon, his nose twitching with each inbreath, holding, then nostrils flaring on the outbreath. After ten breaths I was more relaxed, even though I wasn’t doing the breathing. 
“You seem—”
“I’m fine.” He closed his eyes.
And then a sound like a rusty gate creaking open came out of...him.
Being a polite midwestern woman, I ignored it. Maybe Tyler had some GI thing he was too embarrassed to talk about. We had more than enough tension between us; I wasn’t about to bring up his digestive issues. He continued his slow breathing and reached for a bottled water and a fistful of gummy bears.
For the next twenty minutes I watched him out of the corner of my eye as he fed one after the other at regular intervals into his mouth, little bears going to their gustatory deaths.
I kept eating them too. I couldn’t help myself. Sugar free, guilt free, and they tasted just as good as the real thing. Who knew? 
And then that sound emerged, like a robot being crushed in the gates of hell.
His eyes flew open.
“I need a bathroom!” Panic bloomed in those normally closed-off eyes. It was an odd thing of beauty.
We passed a giant green highway sign. “Twenty-two miles to the next rest area,” I said sweetly.
“I can read.”
And then the car filled with the bad breath of Hades. I flinched and very, very slowly moved my hand to the window button. Tyler beat me to his, lowering the window fast but not saying a word, his jaw clenched. 
I bit my lip to make sure I didn’t laugh. Poor guy. Whatever he was going through was mortifying. I’d be embarrassed if I were him, and we were trapped in a car together. For whatever reason, I felt less self-conscious. It might be petty, but to see him vulnerable and in a predicament made me feel more secure. 
I’m not above admitting that.
He winced, and a sheen of sweat broke on on his face. A dawning sense that not only was something very wrong with him, but it might be contagious, began to seep in to my bones. 
“Tyler, I think we need to get you to a doctor.”
“I’m fine.”
“But—”
“Just drive. I’m not missing this concert.”
Tyler
I was not going to have my bowels open up like this. Talk about vulnerability. Some kind of evil settled into my gut and was painstakingly turning a firehose against the lining of my intestines. 
I hadn’t experienced anything like this since I was thirteen and Dad got a bunch of bad canned chicken from the food pantry two blocks over. We’d been wiped out for three days.
This was worse. 
Pockets of gas moved around inside me like Tetris pieces. Worse: we could both hear them, like groans from the sarlacc pit. 
Keeping a poker face through this was as hard as controlling the, uh...output.
If I just breathed in through my nose, and out through my mouth, I’d—
The sarlacc spoke.
“God, Tyler, I think you’ve got some kind of stomach bug and—”
Then Mordor spoke back.
Maggie looked down at her own belly in disbelief. “What? I don’t—” Her words cut off with a facial expression I knew all too well. 
She pressed down hard on the accelerator.
How many miles before that next rest stop?
I didn’t think that anything could make this drive worse. I should have known better. In my life, just when you think nothing more can happen—it can. And does.
And it’s always worse than you’d imagined.
We dispensed with decorum and both rolled our windows down all the way. The stench was—
She farted. 
I started giggling. Haven’t giggled since I was eleven.
Her face was as red as parts of her hair. 
“I—uh—”
And then I farted, too. 
“Oh, God,” she muttered.
You lose all pretense of social norms when you start farting uncontrollably in front of someone. It’s the kind of thing politeness can’t even cover up. It’s like my drunk Dad at a big family gathering. Everyone can ignore old Titus over there, but after a while you have to acknowledge that he pissed in your spider plant, stole your bottle of Percocets from the medicine chest in the back bathroom and left empty beer bottles in random bushes outside your house before passing out on your front lawn and waking up to the automatic sprinklers.
Farts in a small car are just like that.
“Sorry.”
“Quit giggling.”
“Can’t—” Gasp. Fart. “Help it.”
“Are we sick? What happened?” She began white knuckling it as her belly made a series of sounds like coal cars creaking along on train tracks so rusted they needed to be sand blasted.
“I don’t know.”
“Now we both have it.”
“You sure you have it?” I asked, snickering.
Her stomach answered for her, and then she broke out in a sweat.
“Sweet mother of God, what is this?” She hit eighty-two miles per hour and moved into the fast lane.
Pretty soon she was doing the meditative breathing, too.
Ten minutes later she pulled over and we both sprinted for our respective bathrooms. My butt cheeks opened up and the gates of Mordor were unleashed. I felt like I was sending hundreds of dwarves and hobbits to their deaths. I had the uncomfortable feeling that my ass was the Eye of Sauron for a few moments there. 
The evil my body poured forth into that poor, innocent toilet was just cruel. 
Wave after wave, cramp after cramp, and as I sat there, a prisoner to my bowels, I realized that there wasn’t exactly a wall of self-consciousness between us anymore.
We both wandered back to the car, shuffling like something out of a zombie movie. Maggie’s head was down, tapping away on her phone.
“You calling Lena?” I asked.
“Why would I call Lena?”
“Maybe her cookies did this?”
Maggie looked offended at the thought. 
“I’ve eaten Lena’s cookies loads of times and they were fine.” 
My stomach rawr-ed in answer, the sound like thunder fading off in the distance. I sprinted back to the bathroom and left her hanging.
By the time I came back, she was leaning against the car, sucking on a bottle of water like a baby cow calf. She downed that bottle in seconds, then wiped her mouth, tossing the empty in a recycling bin.
“Lena says she ate more cookies than the two of us put together and she’s fine.”
“Huh.”
She glared at me. “So what could it be?”
“Can’t be the coffee. Or the cream. All I’ve eaten since then is cookies and those gummy bears.”
She frowned. “I’ve had coffee, cookies, gummy bears, eggs, and—”
“Let’s check out the gummy bears.”
Her stomach yawped like Mrs. Wilmer’s Labradoodle. 
“Go,” I said with a wave, trying not to laugh.
She took off for the bathroom and I grabbed the bag of gummy bears. Nothing weird. They were just a five pound bags of—
Sugar free gummy bears.
Huh. 
Maggie’s smartphone was in a drink holder. I grabbed it and did a quick search on Google. Came to a product page with—
Hold on.
One thousand, three hundred and ninety two reviews?
I opened the page.
By the time Maggie came back, I had solved the mystery of our rotgut.
“I know why we’re shitting water,” I said.
“So eloquent, Tyler. Really. You know how to sweet talk a girl.”
“Facts are facts. Sorry to offend your sensitive sensibilities.” 
“I live in a dorm with hundreds of eighteen and nineteen year olds, Tyler. You can’t offend me.”
“It’s the gummy bears.”
“The what?”
“The gummy bears. Evil little sweet gooey, sugar-free messengers of doom.”
“How do you...?”
I waved her smartphone. “Process of elimination.”
“Very funny.”
I frowned, caught off guard. What did she mean?
Then I got my accidental pun and smiled at her.
“Jesus,” I sighed.
“Yeah, I prayed to him a few times, too, back on the toilet.”
“This is a shitty situation.” 
“Caused by evil gummy bears. Tyler, that doesn’t make any sense.”
I shoved her smartphone in her face. “Read.”
Five minutes later she said, “I’m going to kill Darla.”
“Darla?”
“She’s the one who gave me the gummy bears. Gave me a bag, Charlotte a bag, Amy...oh, we have to call and warn them.”
“No, we don’t.” 
“Why not?” Her voice went high, and yet there was a hitch in it.
“You really want to tell them what’s happened? It’s kind of one of those ‘let’s never speak of it again’ things.” I sniffed, like a snobby British dame on a show.
“I think I can—”
Her phone buzzed in her back pocket just as Mordor’s fires flamed back up. I ran to the bathroom. This was turning into a game of shit tag.
When I came back feeling as hollowed out as a soft-boiled egg, Maggie was smiling.
Grinning from ear to ear. It was infectious, and I joined her.
She held up her phone. “That was Darla, telling me not to eat the gummy bears.”
I groaned. “Too little, too late.”
“It seems her hometown was struck with some mystery illness. She said the CDC was practically pulling their version of a Stephen King novel by putting the entire region under a dome when they figured out Darla had given her mom the sugar free gummy bears to use as a wedding party favor. Half the town was at the wedding and ate those little colonoscopy prep kits masquerading as candy.”
“Peters, Ohio?” I asked, remembering the news report.
“How did you know?” She looked shocked. When she frowned, the scar on her cheek stood out, making her look fierce. 
“It was on the radio earlier, when you weren’t talking to me.”
“I was talking to you!” Her face went tight with anger. “You were the one not talking to me!”
“Whatever.”
“No, Tyler, not ‘whatever’. Whatever means you don’t want to acknowledge I’m right.”
“No, Maggie, ‘whatever’ means I don’t want to keep talking about this.”
“You avoid talking about things when you get uncomfortable.”
“Who doesn’t?”
“Some people process their discomfort. Sit with it. Learn to coexist with it.”
“You’ve been to a lot of therapy.”
She was breathing hard, her face gone slack with surprise. With great intent, she caught my eyes and said, “I didn’t have a choice.”
“Everyone has a choice.”
“It was therapy or death.”
“Plenty of people go through the kind of shit you’ve been through and don’t get therapy.”
“And plenty don’t, and wind up dead from drugs, cutting, whatever.”
“Whatever. There’s that word again.”
“Your word, not mine.”
How did we go from joking to angry so fast?
And then—the telltale shift. We sprinted back to our respective bathrooms again. 
It was time to relieve ourselves of all this toxic crap inside.



Chapter Seven
Maggie
We were at an impasse. It seemed impossible to have an actual conversation with this man. Ever. Even in the midst of shitting our brains out because we ate sugar free gummy bears that included a sugar substitute developed by North Korea and used as a biological weapon against people addicted to online shopping. 
And sweepstakes.
I finished in the bathroom and wondered how my body could hold so much, retrieved the half-eaten bag of gummy bears and tossed them in the trash, then returned to the car, pointedly walking to the passenger’s side. Tyler could take the next shift, and I would suffer in gut-cramp silence, waiting for this nightmare to end.
He came back and, wordlessly, opened the driver’s side door, sat down, then came to a deeply-disturbing halt.
“What?” I asked as he gaped at the gearshift.
“This is a stick.”
“Aren’t you Captain Obvious?” An alarm bell got louder in me. “Don’t tell me,” I groaned.
He winced, his fingers wrapping around the steering wheel, shoulder and neck muscles rising like muffins in an oven.
“I can’t drive stick.”
“Fuck!” I shouted. “Seriously? You seriously can’t drive stick? You expect me to drive twenty-nine hours the entire way while you just ride along in luxury and call me Princess and make fun of me and—”
“WOULD YOU JUST SHUT THE FUCK UP FOR A MINUTE!” he roared, turning to me in a kind of rageful agony that was as masterful as it was horrifying. The veins in his neck bulged, his hand whacked the dashboard, his thighs rose up off the seat as he dug his heels into the car’s floor and he went apoplectic.
A wall of pain came right at me, as if he’d unleashed a weapon made of nothing but pure emotion. The air crackled with electricity and made my skin flare, my hair stand on end, and my body became something otherworldly. Something detonated in my core and the nanoseconds of pause between his action and my reaction collapsed into nothing as I gave it all right back. 
You do not get to dump your rage on me.
“DON’T YOU DARE SCREAM AT ME!” I roared back, the impulse to meet him toe-to-toe kicking in before my own innate filter could catch me and make me not do it. My limbs throbbed with the race of blood to the fight, my mind completely emptied of any thought.
I was pure instinct.
A second wave of inner direction hit me and I scrambled out of the car, my legs pumping and taking me past the dog walking section into a thicket of woods. I stayed along the edge, blind with confusion and anger, nothing more than cortisol and adrenaline and a giant burning ball of very, very pissed off Maggie.
The feeling was so unfamiliar.
It felt like being reborn.
Tyler
See what happens when I say words? My throat thrummed and my body turned inside out, like I was nothing but road rash.
Maggie fled, her body rushing away from me like the wind pushed her. Like it was a mother protecting its child.
Or like I was a danger, and Maggie was carrying a newborn baby away from me to safety.
I stared dumbly at that fucking gear shift, wondering how I hadn’t noticed it before. Stupid manual transmission. Fucking stick shift. God damned world that made things I couldn’t do or couldn’t get and fuck the world for being this way.
Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.
Salty spit formed where my throat pounded.
If I didn’t know any better, I’d think it was tears.
Except I didn’t cry.
Here’s the thing: I was one hundred percent dependent on that woman who just shot off like a rainbow running a marathon into the woods, fleeing me.
I had no control here. I had three hundred and fifty bucks and a borrowed acoustic guitar. A shirt. A pair of jeans. Two socks and two shoes. That is it. That’s all I was.
That’s who I was.
Tyler the Fuckup.
And now I was sitting in a car I couldn’t drive wondering how to ask the impossible from a chick who I’d just opened up and lit into like I’d never done before.
I hadn’t screamed at someone like that since the day I told my dad his friend did what he did to me and Dad said it was my fault.
So why the fuck would I scream at Maggie? The spunky chick with Day-Glo blue eyes and a smile that made me feel like it was okay to be myself. Whatever that meant. 
Thank God she screamed back. She should have. The salty taste in my throat backed up and fuck—now it was in my eye. I got out of the car and took as many breaths as it took to calm down. To think. To stop this fucking assault of feelings.
Twenty minutes later it didn’t go away. Someone put a metal band around my chest, around my head, and they were tightening the screws.
She came around the corner, a flash of color, and disappeared into the bathroom. My chest tightened at the sight of her body, tall and curvy, tense and focused. I’d made her so angry she’d screamed back and now I wished I’d never appeared on her porch this morning. Never tried to make any of this work. Never gotten to the library and emailed Darla and pieced together this insane series of events that left me with a pain in my chest, a salty taste in my throat and a feeling like I’d just fucked up the one chance I had at having a friend. More than a friend.  
Someone real. 
I had nothing to offer. Not one damn thing. She had more money than me. The car. A family who supported her. There wasn’t a single thing I could give her. Why was she here? Why was she helping me? I was the jerk who turned her down the one time she did ask for something from me. 
The one time I had something to offer.
I owed her everything. She was the only connection I had between total failure and a thin shot at making it. Everything I was—relied on her. 
I really hated her for that.
And I really, really didn’t want to hate her.
The whole shitting our brains out thing didn’t help, either. 
Maggie
I stayed at the edge of the woods until the gummy bears made me go back. They excavated my upper intestines and gurgled so badly it was like a volcano was erupting inside me.
A shit volcano.
An apt metaphor for this road trip.
As I scurried to the bathroom and took care of business, I realized that this was truly doomed. I needed, somehow, to get out of this mess. Could I drop Tyler off at a truck stop with a fist full of money and my cell phone? He might get to L.A. faster that way. As I thought more about it and tried to fight the growing sense of hysteria that bloomed in me like a Venus Flytrap plant, the idea both sickened me and made me feel better.
It was, if nothing else, an alternative.
Having an option meant that if I didn’t choose it, at least I’d made a choice. I had some control. I wasn’t unmoored and at the mercy of forces I couldn’t see, like a pawn in a giant game of magical chess between the gods.
The illusion of control is better than the lack of an illusion. It’s something, and when you feel like everything’s a threat and you’re not safe, then pretending becomes your only anchor. 
Except.
Except, right now, it wasn’t Tyler who was making me feel unsafe.
It was me. 
I’ve stood up for myself before. Taken self-defense lessons and finished more workshops on how to be assertive than anyone can teach. I’d dog-eared Brene Brown’s books on overcoming shame and I’d worked my way through The Secret and every self-help book Oprah has ever recommended. 
That’s a lot.
My body started to shake, and not from the fact that my colon was tapping out a funk beat that rivaled any Bruno Mars song.
I was shaking because I had to face my own reality.
Which meant I had to go out there and face Tyler.
As I walked to the car, head held high, I saw him sitting on a park bench, hands splayed on his knees, staring toward the woods.
I halted, uncertain what to do next.
He looked up and immediately said, “I’m really sorry I screamed at you like that.”
All the racing lectures, the angry retorts, the ways I was going to get him back died in my throat. I hadn’t been sure I was going to use any of them, but if I had—they were gone now.
His eyes were so beseeching. Forgive me, they seemed to say. I’m sorry.
But the words—oh, the words meant something, especially coming from him.
“Thank you.” I stood, transfixed, just staring into his soulful eyes. 
He ran a hand through his short hair, mussing it in frustration. “I don’t yell at people like that. I think I’ve only ever done it to my little brother, Johnny, and once to my dad. I meant it, Maggie. I just...shit.” He frowned, clearly struggling to convey an idea to me.
I sat next to him, on the other side of a bench that easily seated four adults. I turned and looked at him. 
“I get it. It doesn’t make it okay, but I get it.”
“No. Not okay. I don’t make any excuses.” He looked down at his hands, his face a mask now.
“That doesn’t mean you don’t have reasons.”
His head popped up and he gave me a bemused look. “People who give you all their reasons for treating you like shit are just giving excuses. Same thing.”
“It’s not the same thing, Tyler. Not if the apology is heartfelt.”
He made a hmph sound. “The apology is real. Not sure I agree with you about excuses versus reasons.”
“We don’t have to agree on everything.”
“Like that would ever happen.”
I laughed lightly and he gave me a loopy, tentative grin. When he smiled, he became a different person. I could see how some kind of burden etched itself in his body, his skin, in the lines of his face and the planes of muscle across his chest and shoulders. The smile took a burden off him for seconds and set him free.
And then he went back to being Frown.
“I just hate,” he said, taking in a shaky breath that made me lean closer, “being in this position.”
“What position?”
He looked up at me and his eyes shone with so much emotion I felt blinded. “Relying on you. Your kindness. I really don’t know why you’re doing this, Maggie. But I’m glad you are. I need the help. I got a shit turn of luck.”
“Um,” I said, clearing my throat.
Panic flashed across his features. “What?”
“Did you really need to use the word ‘shit’? I think we’ve had enough of it for the day.”
He laughed, relieved. I wonder what he was afraid I was about to say?
“Yeah. Not the best word.” His gut rumbled and he closed his eyes.
“This too shall pass.” 
He groaned. “That was bad.”
“I know.”
He blinked, hard, and looked up at the sky. Dusk was just starting to fall and I wasn’t going to make it twenty-nine hours straight. I had a credit card and could pay for a hotel. We couldn’t drive through the night. And Tyler couldn’t drive a stick shift at all.
And yet I was wired. It was like someone had given me ten cups of coffee in one sip.
“Maggie, you asked what happened to me. How this happened.” He spread his arms out.
“I know how this happened. Darla and her damn gummy bears.”
He was serious and didn’t laugh. A prickly feeling began in my forehead. While I was used to Tyler and his serious face, I got the sense that this was going into new territory. 
“You...have been so nice to me. For no reason.”
“Tyler, I’m helping you. It’s what people do when they’re friends.”
“We’re friends?”
“We’d better be. Once you start openly talking about your bowel habits with someone you’re pretty much married.”
He smiled. It lit up the world, a dark and smoky smile this time, one that made me bite my lower lip and laugh because you really shouldn’t look sexy and intriguing when talking about your colon.
“What’s so funny?” he asked.
“Us.”
“I am never, ever eating another gummy bear again.”
“I’m never eating anything Darla hands me again,” I replied.
He nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll give gummy bears another chance, but give me the real sugar next time.” 
Our stomachs made mild earthquake sounds. Tyler twitched and grimaced.
“This is the weirdest way I’ve ever bonded with someone,” I joked.
“We’re bonding?”
I shrugged. What was it about him that made me so acutely aware of every hair on my body, every breeze that blew by, every noise near and far? The rush of cars on the highway and the sweet song of a bird in the background were both equally important. Relevant. There.
“I think,” he said slowly, “you bond when you trust someone.” He just narrowed his eyes and let that hang there. 
“You don’t trust me?”
“I don’t trust anyone, Maggie,” he said with a rueful smile. It didn’t light up his face. That smile made me want to cry for whatever it was that happened in his life to make it appear.
“Then you’re not really alive, Tyler.”
“Pithy.” 
“You were the one quoting Thoreau from coffee mugs earlier today.” 
He tilted his head as if to concede. “Not one to talk, then,” he said sadly. 
“Tell me what happened to you this morning,” I asked. Pleaded, really. “Who stole from you? Why did they take everything?”
His long inhale held entire worlds in it. As he blew out, he shook his head. “That was just this morning, wasn’t it?” The pale grey sky met the fading sun, leaving a streak of pink in the sky. We were still, even after after five hours on the road, not even in Junction City, Kansas. We had a long stretch of absolutely nothing ahead of us, and I was the driver. 
“Quit changing the subject.”
“Tell me the real reason why you wanted me to fuck you two months ago.”
A knife sliced through my heart.
I couldn’t.
“I’ll tell you, then, Maggie. I’ll tell you.”
“You know me better than I know myself?”
“No. It’s just always easier to see someone else’s fear than it is to see your own.”
“So what’s my fear?”
“That there’s some parallel Maggie out there who was supposed to be you.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.” And yet my body began to shake inside. He couldn’t see that. What he said felt true, though. In my marrow. 
“Sure it does. There’s this part of you that believes your better self got taken from you that night. Worse than anything else those guys did. They took your undamaged self, and—”
“I’m not damaged goods!” I shrieked, the words high and loud, out before I could even think.
“I never said you were.”
“You just did!” 
“No, I didn’t.”
“Quit gaslighting me, Tyler.”
“I haven’t passed gas in several—”
“Gaslighting! Quit trying to tell me I’m not experiencing what I am experiencing!”
“What are you talking about?” He seemed completely perplexed. My fight-or-flight response was kicking in and I worked to tamp down my massive flashpoint within.
“You called me damaged. You did. Then you tried to claim you didn’t. Gaslighting is when you—”
“Maggie.” He reached out and grabbed my hand. His touch was like a tight sigh in my bones. “I didn’t say you were damaged. I said those guys took your undamaged self and—”
“And what?”
“—broke it. There’s a difference.”
“I’m not broken!”
“Would you take a minute,” he said, gently squeezing my hand, “and just listen before you argue? I’m not good with words. I don’t explain things right. When I try, it’s like the hardest thing in the world. I’m not trying to be mean or say the wrong thing. I’m not playing mind games. I’m not putting you down on purpose. I’m trying to say something true and whole. I am fucking it up royally, but I’m going to say this.”
I squeezed back. “Okay.”
“I think you came to me that night because you needed someone damaged to be undamaged with.” 
I closed my eyes, my breath coming out hard.
He made me less afraid because he named my fear.
And once you name something, you can fight it.
I wasn’t afraid of being hurt.
I was afraid of never really living. Never really loving. Never really being loved. Real love comes with pain, my mom always said. She and Dad had been married for thirty-one years. 
Real love, Maggie, means going past the fear of being hurt and rejected and realizing that you only become more real when you test yourself. When you trust and love beyond your wildest fears—in spite of those fears. The real risk isn’t in being hurt. It’s in never putting yourself in a position to be hurt.
Tyler made me want to try.
And I kind of hated him for that.
“But I—”
I held my breath. Whatever came next out of his mouth was like a ripple in time. Like some kind of separation between seven years ago and now was being breeched. Shaken. Smoothed out.
He sighed through his nose, lips pursed, and let go of my hand. “You know what? Let me talk while you drive. It’ll keep you awake. I’ll tell you what happened.”
My belly button made an ominous sound.
“After one last bathroom stop,” he sagely suggested.
We dispatched with the necessaries quickly and resumed our drive, the relationship between us forever altered.
Not that I knew what this relationship even was, but it was something.
And I felt like we were about to find out what something was.



Chapter Eight
Tyler
Compulsions come in a lot of different forms, but I’ve never had a compulsive need to do or say something good. Talk about a massive mindfuck. Touching her hand felt so right. Letting go felt like breaking. 
All that shit I said about her fear? A total guess. A shot in the dark. The fact that I was right was written all over her shocked face.
It made me proud.
Like I gave her something back.
Maybe I should sleep with her. What if that’s what I could give her, to show her how much I appreciated all that she did for me? Not a pity fuck. Hell fucking no. I don’t do pity fucks, and I don’t receive pity fucks. I meant a thank you fuck. A let’s-be-grown-ups fuck.
A wipe-the-slate-clean fuck.
Maybe giving her the chance to make love with someone would—
Hold on.
Make love?
When did I ever call it that?
I realized she was looking at me from the corner of her eye. Expecting me to say something. Problem was, I was imploding in the passenger seat, reeling from—
Make love.
I was falling for her. That’s why it never occurred to me to ditch her. I could have. It wouldn’t have been hard to find some trucker and hitch my way to L.A. In fact, maybe I should do that right now.
Stop this before it all went any further.
I grabbed Lena’s guitar and started playing Trevor’s song, “Random Acts of Crazy”, then dug in to the lyrics:
 
Your Mama told you to watch out for me

Your God told you to walk away

Your Daddy said nothing, for he was gone

And you weren’t sure what to say

 
“Ha ha,” Maggie said with a laugh. 
I continued:
 
The night you found me, wandering and lost

Naked by the side of the road

My guitar shattered, my body bereft

You fought everything you were told

 
Her face went serious.
 
When a naked soul finds you

You don’t have a choice

You have to stop and pause

You can turn away and never look back

But it will yank you back, because

Random acts of crazy draw you in

Random acts of kindness draw you in

Random acts of love draw you in

Maggie
It was like being serenaded without being serenaded. Odd and haunting, his voice filled me with a deep longing. I fought to keep my eyes on the road, and increased my speed. The sooner we arrived in L.A. the sooner I could untangle myself from this weird ball of twine in emotional form, our separate threads rolled into a ball that we needed to unravel in order to make use of ourselves again.
He moved immediately into “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer”. I hadn’t joined in when he sang the first song, though I’d memorized the lyrics. He didn’t know that. He especially didn’t know I could play the music from memory in my sleep. 
His voice was gritty and nuanced, full of smoke and memories. When Tyler sang he brought you with him to a place where the words told a real story. This was no ordinary melody made into a catchy tune. He painted the world with notes and sighs and a kind of raspy caress that took you somewhere you needed to go.
He sang:
 
Oh, I wasted

my only answered prayer

on a woman

who didn’t believe in God....

 
We were coming up on Oklahoma City by now and as the buildings became more dense and the lanes widened, I detached from his singing, hating that I had to. The road demanded more attention from me than I could spare and also be emotionally attuned. That ability to push my feelings behind a barricade came in handy in moments like these.
The rest of the time? Not so much.
 
At one she walked away

At two she said no

At three she said please

At four she said more

 
He finished the second song and before I could say anything, went right back into “Random Acts of Crazy”. Tyler was driving me crazy. The promise of his story faded as the soulful song made me tearful. I fought back a sob that began in my chest and ended somewhere in the space between us.
What the hell was this? What was I feeling? Was he feeling it, too?
I wanted to respect him, but when he started on “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer” again I reached out and tapped the guitar. He jumped like I’d lit him on fire.
“What?” he gasped.
“It’s great. Really. And I know you need to practice, though you’re not the singer. Trevor and Liam are. You’re avoiding talking to me about what happened to you this morning. C’mon. You promised. You’re the kind of guy who always keeps his promises.”
“I am?”
“You are.”
“You sure?”
I paused, mulling that over. “If I’m wrong, I’ll take that chance.”
“You are not like anyone I know, Maggie.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my words.
“I mean it. And that is a vote of confidence.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere, but it won’t get you out of telling me what happened.”
He laughed and snapped his fingers. “Damn.”
Traffic thinned out enough for me to get up to sixty-five miles an hour from the creeping forty we’d been doing for a while. As I sped up I looked at the fuel gauge.
“We need gas.”
“The last thing we need in this car is more gas,” Tyler cracked.
“Ha ha. I meant gasoline.”
He grunted.
I found a gas station at the next exit and Tyler jumped out before I could even reach my handle.
“I got this,” he insisted, walking into the gas station store. Two minutes later he came back and began pumping gas.
“I have a credit card, Tyler. I can just charge it and you can pay me back later.”
He gave a tight head shake and said nothing, finishing the tank filling and walking around the car. Then he went back into the gas station and came back five minutes later carrying two hot pizzas, some soda and bags of chips and carrots. 
“Dinner’s on me,” he said. “We can eat while we drive.”
I stretched, the feeling a luxury, and realized most of the daylight was gone. We were barely a quarter done with our journey.
The driving journey, that is.
The journey of the heart was just beginning.
Tyler
I knew I promised I’d tell her what happened, but as she drove and we got out of Oklahoma City and into the rural section of No Man’s Land until we hit the urbane metropolis of Amarillo, Texas, we were left with nothing but time. 
And she expected me to fill it with words.
Maggie loved words. I didn’t. This was one of many things we were incompatible about. If you asked me to name the others I couldn’t. Not specifically. It was just a feeling. We weren’t—compatible.
But I couldn’t tell you why.
If we weren’t compatible, then why lead her on? Why take her down a road that would bring her nothing but frustration and heartache in the end? Why open myself up to her and just end up disappointing her?
It was better to stay closed up.
Let the music make a wall.
I didn’t have that many songs in me, though.
“Tyler,” she said in the voice of a teacher telling you not to do something you know is wrong.
“Yeah?”
“Talk.”
I almost said, “About what?” but what the hell. Why not tell her? It’s not like it mattered any more.  
“I woke up at my house and someone stole my phone, my wallet, and all my instruments.”
“Your house was broken into?” she gasped.
“No.”
“Huh? Then how—ohhhhhhh.” She started and stopped talking two or three times, making nonsense sounds, until finally she said, “Your dad?”
“Brother.”
“You’re sure?”
I nodded.
“I’m sorry. Isn’t he just a teen?”
“Eighteen. Turned eighteen a couple weeks ago. Just in time for Dad to go back in.” I was practically vibrating as I said those words. If felt like, well—farting in front of someone.
“Back in...to prison?”
I closed my eyes and just breathed in.
“Wow.”
“Yeah.”
“Why would your brother steal all your stuff?”
“Why do you think?”
“Drugs?”
“Yep. Not a drug deal gone bad. More like a junkie needing a fix.”
“And you were the victim.”
“I really hate that word.”
“Doesn’t change the truth.”
“Doesn’t mean I have to like the word.”
“Got it.”
Good. I was glad she got it. I, on the other hand, felt like a tuning fork being banged against a gong over and over and over. Even if she understood everything I said and accepted it as fact, I was still nothing but one painful nerve ending being poked to infinity.
“So you came home yesterday—God, was it just yesterday?—woke up this morning, had no wallet, no phone, no instruments, and you...found me?” 
“I went to the library to use their computer to get on my email. Got ahold of Darla. Man, she answers messages fast. She gave me your address and told me she would call you. Took a bus and walked the rest of the way to your house.”
“That took a lot of ingenuity.”
“When you’re desperate, you do what you can.”
She stared straight ahead and we passed a few minutes in silence. I took in the dark night. As we drove further from the city the night sky glittered with stars above. If we weren’t rushing to L.A. and going eighty-two miles an hour, and if I hadn’t just cracked my breastbone open and showed her my beating heart, I’d probably have taken a minute to appreciate the beauty outside.
Instead, I appreciated the beauty inside the car.
“I’ve never had to be that desperate, Tyler. I’ve never had to worry my sister would steal from me, or that my parents wouldn’t be there in a crisis.”
I held my breath. Not sure why.
“You called me Princess earlier and I don’t think that’s quite fair—”
“It wasn’t. I was being stupid—”
“But I’ve never had to scramble like you did. I’ve never had no one to turn to. I’m sorry your parents put you in that position.”
“Mom’s dead.”
She jolted, like I’d slapped her. “Your mom is dead? Oh, my God, I’m so, so sorry. No one should have their mother die when they’re so young. How old were you?”
“Eleven.”
I watched her throat spasm suddenly, like an invisible hand seized it and squeezed.
“You were so little,” she whispered. 
Little. No one had called me little in a very, very long time. Not sure I ever really was little, actually. Not the way Maggie meant it. 
“And your dad. Is he, um, in prison a lot?”
“Yeah.”
“Do you mind if I ask for what?”
“Smaller stuff. Possession. Petty crimes. ‘This guy’ crimes.”
“‘This guy’?”
“Yeah. You know. ‘This guy showed up and left the drugs here,’ or ‘This guy showed up and took your wallet out of your purse,’ or—”
“Oh. Got it.”
“It’s always someone else’s fault.”
“I see.” 
“Didn’t take me long to figure out who ‘this guy’ really was. He always told me exactly what he had done, only he expected me to believe it wasn’t him. And you had to play along, or it was even bigger trouble.”  
“And your brother is following in his footsteps?”
If she’d kicked me in the head she couldn’t have hurt me more. Holy fuck. With one question she cut me in half.
A dull roar of a chant began in me, the words so clear. My fault. My fault my fault my fault. If I’d been a better brother, Johnny wouldn’t be a junkie. If I’d stayed, he wouldn’t be a junkie. If I’d gone to social services, he wouldn’t—
If if if. The world was fueled on ifs.
“I guess.”
She straightened up and looked at me. “Did I say the wrong thing? You look like you’re about to hit something.” Maggie said it without fear, though. 
I realized my hands were gripping the cardboard box of crackers Lena had packed. I’d torn the box along one edge. 
“Yeah. No. I mean...I don’t know.”
She held up her phone. “Do you want to call your brother?”
A blinding sense of paralysis made it hard to answer. My hand answered for me, taking the phone and dialing my own number. Instinct kicks in when nothing else is left. 
Three rings later and voicemail picked up. My own recording greeted me.
“Voice mail,” I said tersely. Johnny either wasn’t answering, had sold the phone, or just – who knew? A wave of exhaustion hit me. I’d put Johnny on the back burner of my mind when the L.A. panic had hit.
I really couldn’t give him any mental real estate right now.
And yet I worried.
“Sorry.” She frowned. “You’re different from them.” 
I whipped my head up, narrowing my eyes. Where was she going with this?
“I am?”
“You have something inside you that tries to be better.”
“I don’t think I’m better than them. I just don’t go looking for trouble. Or meth.”
“I don’t mean that you think you’re better than your Dad or brother. Not like that, Tyler. I meant that you strive for something. Your dad and your brother don’t have that in them. I mean, I don’t know them, but I know you.”
“You don’t know me.”
“I want to know you.”
“You wanted to know me Biblically.”
“Now I want to be your friend.”
“I’m not a charity case.”
“I never said you were. I don’t make pity friends.”
“And I don’t do pity fucks.” 
“Is that all I am to you?”
Ah, God. She did it again. My breastbone felt like it was twisting.
“No. I haven’t fucked you.”
She sighed, a deep, heavy sound of resignation that made me think I’d gone too far. And then:
“Why do you really think I wanted to sleep with you?”
I knew she was worrying this topic to death. Yammering about it. Talking until none of it made sense anymore and she could just put the issue to bed out of sheer exhaustion.
“I already told you. Now you tell me.”
“I already did.”
“Then tell me about the rape.”



Chapter Nine
Maggie
“Why do I need to tell you any thing? You said you already Googled me. That’s all you need to know. The basics are highly searchable if you know what you’re looking for.” 
“I don’t want the basics. I want the full story.”
I began to shake inside at the same time that a resonant calm filled me. No man had asked this question. I’d dated here and there for the past couple of years. First dates. Only first dates. Because Googling a potential partner is about as commonplace as making sure you have condoms in your purse or wallet for a date, most of them found the info.
The really weak ones just bagged out on me. I always knew that was why. The others were a mix of codependent assholes who wanted to rescue me, insensitive bores who just wanted to rubberneck, and genuinely nice guys who just weren’t compatible with me.
The codependents and the rubberneckers had researched my story so much that they didn’t ask me to tell my story. They seemed to revel in what they already knew.
When you’re a media sensation for all the wrong reasons...
“What do you want to know?” I asked carefully, wondering what he was fishing for.
“Anything you want to tell me.” 
Shock tended to get people to back off, so...
“I was one of the lucky ones. My rapists were stupid enough to do it in front of a ton of security cameras and to leave DNA evidence. Their friends tried to make up fake alibis but one of them actually dropped his wallet and the cops found it under me.” 
He flinched.
“Filled with blood,” I added, instinctively reaching up to touch the scar on my face. 
His eyes closed. I saw his throat ripple, but he stayed silent. Not so fun to hear the truth, is it, buddy?
Tyler sighed, then said:
“I want to know how you mentally withstood two hours of steady torture like that and came out of it as normal as you are.”
Huh?
“What?” Most people asked how I kept my wits about me, or whether I don’t walk alone at night any more, or asked if I was worried about getting pregnant, or whether I had permanent scars or...they don’t bring it up at all.
“The article I read said that. For two hours straight those pigs tortured you. The hardest part wasn’t what they did to your body, was it? It was the mind fuck. Not the body rape.”
“How do you—” The rest of my sentence was, know. How do you know? But I couldn’t finish.
He started to strum slowly in the guitar, then picked out little melodies, riffs I knew he played on bass for the band. “The mind is its own mindfuck. It’s brutal. You can handle getting the shit kicked out of you as long as you know what to do with your mind. If you can tuck it away and not let it drive you nuts. It’s hard enough to turn off the mind when you’re doing something simple, like walking on a roof or trying to fall asleep. It sabotages you.”
I think that was the longest stretch of words I’d ever heard him say. And he seemed to be improvising a bass line now as he talked. Piano melodies kept flashing through my head unbidden.  
“But the body can only handle so much before the mind kicks in and tries to destroy you.” 
“Maybe that happened.”
“You wouldn’t be in the car with me if that were true.”
“You presume to know a lot about this.”
He got a brooding look on his face and went silent for well over a minute. And then:
“Let’s just say I know a lot about disconnecting your mind from your body when someone’s hurting you.”
“Explain your tattoos.”  
That came out of nowhere, but my brain just blurted out the first thing I could handle. Processing what Tyler meant about knowing how to make the mind run away when the body was being hurt was too much. Too fast, like a wave of emotion you can’t ride out. You have to bail on the wave and come back to it later. 
“What? Why?”
“They have a purpose, right? Plus, it’s late and I need you to keep me entertained with your scintillating conversational skills.”
He laughed. “You want me to explain them all?”
“We’ve got about nineteen more hours to go, so...” 
“With nineteen hours we can cover my tattoos, your rape, and probably describe our lives back to being fetuses.”
“It’s a plan.”
He snorted and shook his head, downing the last slice of his pizza. I’d forgotten about mine and grabbed a piece. The second I bit into it my stomach growled. Thank God it just growled and didn’t gurgle or roar. I hadn’t eaten anything since the gummy bears, which finally seemed to have declared a truce with our digestive tracts. 
“This one was for my mom,” he explained. “It was my first.” The shades of red in the rose were more nuanced than most tattoos I’d seen. All his tats looked like a pro had done them. Back at my university plenty of people had tattoos, but anyone heavily sleeved like Tyler tended to have a few very rugged looking ones done by friends.
He didn’t.
It dawned on me. “Your dad was a tattoo artist?”
He stiffened. “No. One of his friends.” The atmosphere in the car changed and I didn’t understand why, but I was determined to get him to talk. If I was going to pour my guts out about the rape, he’d have to tell his secrets, too.
“This one?” I stroked my finger along his forearm and he jolted, the touch like electricity between us. I wanted to do it again and again, an unexpected wave of lust rolling over me like a fog bank.
“That’s a mandala, stretched out and wrapped all along that arm.” The colors, muted mauves and yellows, brighter reds and greens, with subtle blues as highlights—were extraordinary. 
“What about here?” I touched his other arm, and again a shock of arousal coursed through me like an injection.
He looked at me with a smoldering intensity that made heat pool between my legs.
“That is a labyrinth,” he said softly, his finger tracing where I’d just touched. He took my hand in his and extended my pointer finger, running it like a race car along the path, slow and deliberately. The motion was intensely erotic for no reason other than the shift between us.
It was like he was making my finger make love to his skin.
That’s the moment I realized I really did want to make love with him. 
And not just to hit “reset” on my life.
Tyler
Holy fuck. Maggie was killing me, with her questions and her touch. The car became filled with this cloud of something charged, sexual and deep. When she touched me I hardened, my body responding like it had been waiting for a thousand years for a drink of water. 
And now a lake had appeared.
The car swerved slightly and she jerked back her hand. “Sorry,” she muttered.
“It’s okay. I shouldn’t have grabbed your hand.”
“No, that’s fine. Thank you for explaining the tats. So there are really only three?”
I nodded. “You dye your hair when you get upset,” I said, pulling up the short sleeves of my shirt, displaying my colorful arms and showing as much of the wrapped labyrinth and mandala as I could. “I dye my skin.”
“When did you have them done?” 
“The rose was when I was sixteen. Then the mandala a few years ago. I did some moving work for a guy and he couldn’t pay me, but his brother was an accomplished tattoo artist.”
“You bartered for tattoos?” For some reason she found that funny and started laughing.
“The only other thing he had to pay me was meth, and—”
“Gotcha.”
I just nodded. She did get it. She really did. I yawned, stretching as much as I could in the tight quarters of the front seat. 
“You need anything?” I asked. She was eating the final slice of her pizza and just shook her head, eyes on the road. 
“Nuh uh.”
“Coffee?”
She scrunched up her face in an adorable way and tilted her head, nodding. I handed her one of the thermoses Lena had packed, what...nearly ten hours ago?
Maggie swallowed her food, then took a long drink.
I yawned again.
“Take a nap,” she said gently.
“I need to help you stay awake.”
“You can sleep. I’m pretty wired.”
“I was, too, until just now, suddenly...” Again, I yawned, and curled up a little in the seat. It wasn’t so much a physical feeling as a mental one. This was a lot to process in such a short time. I was dog tired. Maggie must be, too. 
“You know, we could pull over and I could try to learn stick.”
She laughed. “It took me three weeks and half a clutch to learn. It’s not something you just pick up in an hour or two.”
“But I’ll try.”
Maggie patted my shoulder as my eyelids drooped. “Sleep. The best thing you can do right now is to be well-rested for the concert.”
And within seconds I was out.
* * *
It was the kind of dream where you know you’re dreaming in your dream, and that seems perfectly normal. I was with Maggie and we were driving in a convertible, the wind whipping her rainbow hair behind her like a long scarf. Impossibly long, two or three car lengths on the wind, like a ribbon of multi-colored silk. 
The sun was shining and the most perfect music I’d ever heard was playing on the radio. She laughed, the sound like a language I knew before I was the self I am now.
And then the car slammed into a giant boulder.
I jolted awake, my head banging against the car door. Maggie was screaming and the car was in the middle of the road at a strange, cock-eyed angle. 
“What happened?” I shouted.
“Fucking armadillo!” It took me a few seconds to sit up and realize I’d really whacked my temple, but not from a full-blown impact. Maggie was shaking and twitching in her seat, livid. It was daylight, which meant I’d been asleep for a long time. I looked at the clock.
8:42 a.m.
“Jesus,” I muttered. “I slept forever.”
“Fucking armadillo!” Maggie turned the key. The car just ground down, the ignition not firing.
I quickly looked around. We were in the desert. In the middle of no-fucking-where. I couldn’t see any cars, but I could see for what might have been miles in the early morning light.  
I rubbed my eyes and took a quick regrouping. Maggie didn’t look injured. All I had was a head bump. But the next car flying along this road at eighty-five miles per hour was going to hit us.
“Stay there,” I said, opening the door and walking to the front of the car.
Whoa. Damage. The car was at a diagonal and from the looks of it, I assumed she’d swerved to avoid the “fucking armadillo” and hit...something. There was a long streak of red paint on the guardrail. That matched up with the damage I saw on the car.
“What are you doing, Tyler?”
“Giving the armadillo mouth to mouth.” I could see it. She hadn’t missed it. The thing looked like a potato bug wearing armor, turned upside down and motionless.
“That’s not funny!”
“Put the car in neutral.”
“What?”
“We need to push the car out of the way. Someone’s gonna hit us and we don’t need this day to get any worse.”
“Fucking armadillo,” she muttered. “Did I really kill it?” Her eyes were so bleak as they met mine that I almost lied, but she’d see the truth soon enough. 
“Yes.”
And then the waterworks began. 
Crying women are the worst. So far, through all the mess we’d been through in under twenty-four hours, Maggie hadn’t cried. Not once. And now she was bawling over a dead armor-plated rodent.
Fucking armadillo.
“Maggie! Maggie!” I called out. “Put it in neutral. I’ll push it back to the side of the road.”
She ignored me and just sobbed.
I sighed and walked back to the driver’s side. I tapped on the window. She lowered it.
“I’m sorry you killed the armadillo.”
“That’s n-n-n-o-t helping!”
What the fuck was I supposed to say?
“We need to move the car. We don’t want to make this situation worse.”
“It c-c-c-an-n get worse?” Her sobs dissolved into a weird high-pitched laughter combined with snot.
“If a semi takes out the car, yes.”
She moved the gear shift into neutral and started to get out of the car.
“No. You stay and steer.”
She listened. Small miracle.
It took a lot of muscle, and the next day my quads would be screaming, but we got the car off the road faster than I thought we could. Once we were out of danger I went to the opened window and checked out Maggie.  
She was muttering the words “fucking armadillo” over and over, crying.
Oh, boy.
“Hey, let’s call someone.”
“Who? The armadillo undertaker?”
“I was thinking more like a tow truck.”
She reached into the console for her phone and stared at it in disbelief. “No bars! No fucking bars!” 
I gently took the phone from her to confirm and—yep. No bars.
Another armadillo slowly made its way across the road, pausing to sniff the carcass. Maggie cried even harder, words coming out of her in a disjointed kind of babble.
“I’ve never killed anything in my life and I didn’t see the armadillo and I was going eighty-five and trying to get you to L.A. and I follow all the rules and now the armadillo’s wife is an armadillo widow because I was too stupid to tell Charlotte and Darla no and—”
An ominous sound crackled the sky behind us.
This part of Arizona doesn’t get too much rain, and we were about to be treated to an unusual weather event that promised to make the roads quite slippery and hazardous. Not that it mattered, with the car in this condition.  
“You have got to be kidding me!” she screamed, scrambling to get out of the car. Maggie took off at a dead run through the wide, baked ground by the side of the road, weaving to avoid small cactuses and bushes, just running. Her feet kicked up dirt as she ran, leaving a handy trail I could use to find her when she was done.
I wasn’t about to follow her. You don’t follow a hysterical woman. You wait until they’ve calmed down and then you help pick up the pieces.
At least, that’s what Dad once told me in a drunken, sad moment.
As I watched her run, then slow down, then drop, I realized something.
She had risked her life to get me to L.A. 
It was time for me to risk my heart for her.
Maggie
I run. That’s what I do when I can’t figure out what else to do. I’d tried so hard to let Tyler sleep, because the whole point of this insane road trip was to get him to L.A. so the band could perform, right? That meant the poor guy should be reasonably rested and have a chance to practice. He couldn’t really do that without a bass, but I could, at least, let him sleep.
But all those hours alone with my own thoughts had put me into a highway trance, and as dawn broke and my coffee supply bottomed out, I was dead tired. Driving while exhausted is hard enough.
Driving while emotionally reeling is a completely different matter.
And then that fucking armadillo had appeared out of nowhere.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Armadillo,” I said aloud, as if that would matter. I kept running, not wanting Tyler to see me. To talk to me. To try to rescue me. All the talking had percolated while he slept, making me realize that deep inside, some part of me had picked Tyler to ask for sex two months ago because my intuition told me he was so much more than he seemed to be. 
And I was right.
A cramp seized my calf and I stopped, dropping to the ground, rocks digging into the heels of my hands.
I have no idea how long I sat there, studying the silty dirt, until I heard the telltale crunch of shoes on the ground, walking slowly toward me. The sky was an ominous greyish-brown right over us, as if a cloud had decided to mindfuck me.
“Hey.”
“Hey yourself.”
“Turns out the armadillo is alive.”
“What?” 
“Yeah, it sort of got up and walked away like nothing happened. I guess it was stunned or something.”  
I just blinked, my mind like a spinning top. “That’s what you want to say to me? Of all the things you could come over here and say, you want me to know the fucking armadillo is okay?”
“You seemed to care.”
“I—I—God, you’re such a—a—I don’t have enough words to describe you!”
He made a very masculine hmph sound and sat down next to me.
And then it began to rain.



Chapter Ten
Tyler
“This is officially the worst day of my life,” I declared, drops falling on me like they punctuated my words. 
“Second worst for me.” She sniffed, then wiped her eyes with the heels of her hands. 
I whiplashed my head around and stared at her. Jesus, I was an asshole. What a horrible thing to say in front of her.
And then I thought about it for a second and sighed.
“Yeah. Me too.”
“You’ve experienced something worse than this string of events?”
I just blinked. Once. 
She gave me a look like she was annoyed. “You don’t understand what it’s like. To lose control like that....”
“You’re not the only person here who’s ever been...you know.” 
“You know...what?”
“Violated.”
My words hung in the air like the echo of a gong, like the memory of sound. I couldn’t say the word rape because that felt too big. What happened to me when I was thirteen was— 
No. Not getting into it now.
Her lips parted and I saw the tops of her teeth, white and straight and right there, resting against her lips like nothing had changed.
She just stared at me, breathing hard, her chest rising and falling like nothing had changed.
Everything had changed.
I made a sound through my nose, a short huff that was supposed to cover my screaming soul. “Yeah. Right. This is the part where you give me that crumpled face look. The one where you tell me I’m a really nice guy, but—”
And then her body was hot and full against me in a flash, warm, wet lips exploring mine, her hands hungry and in my hair. She cut off my words.
They were the wrong words, anyhow.
I pulled back from the long, slow, searching kiss, my mouth bruised and sweetened by hers. “I need to know something, Maggie.” The rain made her look so achingly sweet. 
“What?” She was panting, too.
“Why you didn’t kiss me until now?”
I could hear her breath coming in fits and starts, could feel her pain and struggle in the rhythm of it. I couldn’t take back my question. Didn’t want to. What she said next determined the direction of my soul.
“Because,” she finally confessed, “I’m imperfect.” Her forehead pressed against mine and her fingers stroked the back of my neck, like she’d done it a thousand times before.
And like she knew she’d do it a million times more.
The roar of a truck engine made a strange putt-putt sound as it slowed down, forcing us to turn and look. A dude in a bigass, rusty tow truck that coughed and gasped as its engine tried to keep going came to a halt on the road next to us.
“You folks need a tow?” the driver called out. 
Maybe something was going right today.
Make that two somethings.
I squeezed Maggie’s hand and left her to help the tow truck guy, a man named Andy who looked to be a few years older than me and about as different as was possible. He was at least six-six and so skinny he looked like a praying mantis. Super-dark hair and dark eyes, with a long, shaggy cut and a beard. One so thick it had things stuck in it, like stray kittens and Jimmy Hoffa.
We got the car hooked up and the three of us climbed into the tow truck, all soaking wet.
“Where to?”
“What is there?”
He paused. Andy actually chewed on his cheek, then said, “Well, we got one car repair place and one kinda campground. So your choices are pretty small.”
“A choice of one is always better than a choice of zero,” Maggie said, shivering next to me, her wet body crowding mine. I sat between them on the cracked vinyl seat in a cab so big six people could have fit comfortably.
“That’s deep,” Andy muttered, bouncing in his seat as the tow truck rambled and rolled down the road. 
“Let’s get the car to the shop,” I said as Maggie leaned her head against my shoulder, her cheek pressing against my damp shirt. “And see if they can fix it.”
“Oh, Bert can fix it,” Andy said with a grunt. “Don’t know if he has the parts. Pretty sure he might not.”
Maggie let out a sound like Hell’s mouth opening. “Oh, no!” 
“Bert got a phone?” I asked. 
“Who doesn’t?”
I just nodded.
By the time we pulled the broken car a few miles down the dull, straight highway, surrounded by pale beige and brush, Maggie was snoring. It was a light sound. I breathed a sigh of relief. Good. She needed the rest.
And I needed the lack of words.
Andy pulled up to a building that perfectly matched the tow truck. Metal covered with rust spots like zits on a teenage boy’s face. The roof sagged and there was a broken gas pump, but a functioning car was parked next to the building. I carefully slid out from under Maggie and followed Andy out the driver’s side door.
The rain continued, alternating between a light haze and a sudden pounding.
Bert looked like someone took a regular human being and shrank him down to four feet, then added Einstein’s hair. He was quieter than me, which made me think he was mute until he said:
“Those parts can’t get here until tomorrow. Best I can get you on the road is by ten a.m. or so.”
Shit. The concert was tomorrow. “How far’s Los Angeles?” I asked.
Bert looked at Andy and the two squinted in unison, as if that would help them answer my question. “I don’t know,” Andy said. “Seven hours?”
Fuck. The concert started at eight p.m.
“Thanks,” I said, feeling totally deflated. “Let’s go ahead and fix it. How much?”
Bert sized me up, his thick eyebrows like white caterpillars. “Parts’ll be $117. Labor another hundred or so.”
I patted my back pocket. I had enough. No way was I sticking Maggie with this.
“Do it,” I said, nodding to Bert, who picked up the phone and ordered the parts in less than seven words.
“You need a place to spend the night,” Andy pointed out.
“Yep.”
“There’s that campground.”
“Sounds good.” I waited until Bert was off the phone, though, then asked, “Think I can make a call?”
“You got a long distance calling card?”
“A what?”
“You kids and your fancy cell phones,” Bert muttered. “You get five minutes, but I’ll tack it on the bill.” It was like I stepped into 1997 or something.
I grabbed the receiver and pulled out Maggie’s phone, which I’d taken with me. Found Darla’s number. Called.
“OH MY FUCKING GOD WHERE ARE YOU FROWN?” she screamed, so loud it made Bert jump an inch in the air.
“That your mama?” Andy asked, amused. I ignored him.
“We’re in—what town is this?” I asked Bert. 
“Don’t really have a name. About an hour east of Kingman.”
“We’re near Kingman.”
“HOW IN THE EVERLOVIN’ FUCK AM I SUPPOSED TO KNOW WHERE THAT IS?” she screamed.
“Your mama got a bad mouth on her,” Andy said seriously.
“Look, we can’t get on the road until tomorrow morning. We got in a car accident. We’re about six or seven hours away,” I explained to her. 
Her voice came back loud but not screaming. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Maggie hit an armadillo and crashed into a guard rail. We’re in the middle of the desert but there’s a repair shop and a campground nearby.”
“Tyler.” Darla sounded like she was about to cry. “You have to be there by seven tomorrow. Have to. Please. If—”
“I’ll be there.”
“You better.” 
Click.
Maggie
Andy was nice enough to give us a ride to the campground he mentioned. It was the only place in town that was anything close to a hotel, he said. I had visions of something out of Cabin in the Woods in my head, minus the campy metahumor.
What we got was much more pleasant. The sign for the campground was made of log cabin wood and burned letters painted white, but all I could read was “—tehall Campground.” We drove slowly down a pothole-marked dirt road, the ground brush just filling in, and I spotted trails in the slowly-turning dusk.
“We’ll get the part in the morning and you should be on the road by ten.”
Tyler just grunted.
“Thanks,” I said with a smile. Andy wore his baseball cap backwards and had something in his mouth between his lip and teeth. It made him talk funny.
“No problem. Bert’s the master when it comes to fixing sensors. If he can’t fix it, no one can.”
“But he can fix it, right?” Tyler asked.
“Yep. Sure can.”
We rode the rest of the way in silence, the truck turning a sharp left and suddenly coming to a large clearing. The center was a huge, open field of dust, two guys on rickety golf carts finishing up in one area near a playground with wood pavilions bookending it. Children played on the swings and a wooden play structure, while teens rode bikes in lazy loops around the perimeter. 
The smell of campfires was strong. As if he read my mind, Andy said, “First time in a long time it’s okay to burn, ’cause of the rain today. Lots of kids will be excited.”
For years, my mom and dad had said they’d take me and Lena camping, but they’d always been too busy. Dad worked in corporate law, and Mom was the Director of Technology for a start-up. By the time I was in high school she worked hundred hour weeks and camping was the last thing they’d make time for.
Besides: no internet. At least, not back when I was still living at home and that kind of vacation would have mattered.
This was no man’s land. As we pulled around some campers we reached a point where three cabins stood in a row, all three with adobe roofs and stucco siding. One had a sign that said, “Office.”
“Rosita can get you folks squared away,” Andy said as he looked at his hands. “I got another tow to do.” He flashed me a gap-toothed smile. “You’re not the only one hittin’ armadillos.”
Tyler and I climbed out, my backpack in his hands, Tyler holding Lena’s guitar. As the junky tow truck disappeared I felt tears fill my eyes.
This really felt like the start of a bad B movie.
We didn’t have a choice, though.
Tyler took the lead and marched into the office, where a fat, short woman with a friendly smile was working at an old-fashioned adding machine.
“Welcome, folks. You the armadillo murderer?”
And my tears worsened.
Tyler laughed, the sound a shock. “Guess we are,” he said.
She gave a short nod. “Bert explained your problem in ten words or less, but I could use a little more detail.” She looked up and I realized one eye was brown while the other was an odd milky color. Her face was alive, with glowing skin the color of burnished copper. Streaks of grey dotted her long, black braid. 
If she needed detail, then I’d be the one to talk. “I hit an armadillo and my car can’t be repaired until tomorrow, so we need a place for the night.”
“And you have nothing?”
Tyler held up the backpack. “Just this.”
“I’ve got some sleeping bags people leave behind by accident. We’ll get you in one of the cabins. Won’t be fancy, but it has a warm shower and a roof.”
“Sounds like heaven,” I said. Tyler’s face stayed neutral.
She walked us next door to a cabin not much bigger than the shed where my dad kept his riding lawn mower in the backyard. It had a tiny bathroom with a shower that barely fit one person, a microwave and a fridge, no sink, and two army cot-like beds.
A basket full of fruit and protein bars looked like nirvana.
“Perfect. How much?” Tyler asked.
“Forty,” Rosita said. Tyler reached into his back pocket, pulled out a wad of cash, and peeled off two twenties. She pocketed them.
“Thank you,” I said.
“Come over to the rec hall and get the sleeping bags from me after you’re unpacked,” she called out as she left.
“You mean in three seconds,” Tyler muttered, dumping my backpack on one of the beds.
We hadn’t said a word since the kiss. He’d left me sleeping in the cab of Andy’s tow truck, and I’d awoken to find him and Andy climbing back in, Tyler putting my head right back where it had been. Exhaustion had made me doze off, but now I was wide awake.
He’d been raped.
So many questions filled my mind, but I couldn’t ask. He walked toward the door and turned to me, hand reaching out.
I took it, and we walked over to the rec hall, hand in hand. It felt like the dry air had sucked all the moisture out of me, making my throat ache. My skin felt like tissue paper, my feet like bricks, and while the sun was high in the sky it seemed so close, like a peeping Tom. 
Tyler opened the door with one strong hand, his fingers outstretched like a spider’s legs, the pads of his fingers pushing the screen door open. We walked into a large, open room, like something from my weeks at Girl Scout summer camp when I was in elementary school.
“Nice,” he said, taking in the space. No fireplace like the camps back home in Missouri. Just a long, big room with a few old couches, a bookcase covered with crooked board games, stacked like someone was in a rush, and a few folding tables in a drunken line.
And the oldest baby grand piano I’ve ever seen.
I let go of Tyler’s hand and walked toward it, my body twitching to do something. The problem with long car trips is that you’re just trying to get from Point A to Point B so fast that you don’t accomplish much other than buying gas, eating, going to the bathroom, and driving.
And almost killing armadillos.
Plus, there’s that whole kissing a guy thing.
My fingers rested on the keys and began playing Chopin before I could even think. I melted into the melody, then cruised right past it.
“You play.” He wasn’t asking. His voice held a tone of awe I could listen to forever. 
I just smiled in response, then went into “Say Something,” the opening chords haunting and instantly recognizable. My fingers felt like liquid across the keys, my body swaying in time. 
Tyler just stared, his eyes encouraging me, his face so still it was like time stopped.



Chapter Eleven
Tyler
Too many events. Too many words. Too much rushing and the sense of desperation as time ticked by so slowly, yet tomorrow loomed. I’d barely practiced. I’d have to borrow a bass when we got there. Lena’s guitar thumped against my back in the case, forgotten. I’d take it off when we got back to the cabin, but we had most of the afternoon to kill. My stomach reminded me we hadn’t eaten much, either.
By the time we walked into the rec hall holding hands, I was a mess.  
I’d never told anyone what I’d just told Maggie.
I felt like a thousand bobbleheads were all bouncing inside of me. For eternity.
I told her.
I told her and she kissed me.
What fresh hell was this? Or was it heaven?
And now this chick—my chick?—was playing piano like she’d been doing it for three lifetimes. As the chords to “Say Something” filled the room I listened. Really listened. Was she telling me something, or just picking a popular song?
She cut it short, though, as I pulled Lena’s guitar off my back and started strumming with her.
“I don’t know the words,” Maggie said with a smile, her face filled with all the questions my inner bobbleheads nodded to.
“You know the words to this?” I played the opening notes to “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer”. 
She replied by playing the matching chords. Perfectly. With a jaunty, intense tone that made the song fresh and vibrant. Holy shit.
And then, by God, we played. Neither of us had a rock-star’s voice like Trevor or Liam, but we had a throaty grace between the two of us, her alto matching my gravelly tones. We complemented each other with a melodic blend that I felt, rather than heard, as my fingers took us through the song. 
 
Oh, I wasted

my only answered prayer

on a woman

who didn’t believe in God....

 
Chills. Tiny warm spiders ran through my veins like they’d replaced my blood. 
Maggie didn’t look at me as we sang. Not once. Her eyes were closed and her shoulders rose and fell as her hands played magic on my spine. 
 
At one she walked away

At two she said no

At three she said please

At four she said more

 
Our voices combined, like two wisps of smoke reaching high, and soon the sound that came out of us was like twin strands of DNA, reaching toward God.
The song ended and I couldn’t breathe.
Just couldn’t. If I moved, I worried this would end. My eyes felt like pieces of the sun. All I could see was Maggie, sitting on the bench at the piano, looking right back at me with eyes that looked like stars. 
Holy shit!
Before I could think, I played the opening chord to “Random Acts of Crazy".
And I began:
 
Your Mama told you to watch out for me

Your God told you to walk away

Your Daddy said nothing, for he was gone

And you weren’t sure what to say

The night you found me, wandering and lost

Naked by the side of the road

My guitar shattered, my body bereft

You fought everything you were told

 
Maggie joined with unselfconscious joy, her body playing and finding its way without sheet music. I could have played these parts in my sleep, though the bass part wasn’t the same as guitar. Somehow the music was just in me.
In her.
 
When a naked soul finds you

You don’t have a choice

You have to stop and pause

You can turn away and never look back

But it will yank you back, because

Random acts of crazy draw you in

Random acts of kindness draw you in

Random acts of love draw you in

 
We finished, her fingers playing a little ditty at the end that sounded like bells floating on the hush of a misty morning dew. The silence echoed like a question.
Like a prayer.
A burst of applause from one person filled the air like a lightning strike. It cracked, splitting the air in two. 
“That was amazing!” Rosita called out, her voice almost a scream. 
Maggie turned a deep shade of red that made me want her so much. So bad. The push of blood to her cheeks drove me crazy. My body itched, my fingers skittering along the strings. A pulse of blood in my body, like a giant bomb inside me, made me need to move. To kiss. To touch.
“Are you professional musicians?” Rosita asked, calling out over her own clapping.
Maggie thumbed toward me. “He is,” she said, dipping her head. She looked at me through her eyelashes and I nearly grabbed her and kissed her right then and there. 
Instead, though, I just stared.
“You both should be!” Rosita shivered. “Your voices! You sound like you’re in love!” A bell rang in the distance. “Damn! Gotta go. One of the other campers.” She scurried out, her wide backside banging into the loose screen door and making it clap one final smack as she departed.
You sound like you’re in love.
Maggie
My hands hummed. They didn’t tremble. No shivering. Not a tremor or a shake. They hummed like the energy from a thousand high tension wires were buzzing through and I was a conduit.
That same energy flowed between me and Tyler as our eyes met.
“How did you—?” He crossed the room with steps that ate the floor, Lena’s guitar in his hands, the empty case still on his back. Those songs. Those two songs. I got so lost in them, like finding out every part of me was a little bit of every part of everything. Of the sky, the air, the piano...and of Tyler.
“I’ve played around at home with Random Acts’ songs. Nothing fancy, I just love the songs and I’ve never—” 
The kiss hit me before he even touched me. His lips said everything we didn’t say in the song or in the car. His hands spoke thousands of words with their slow claiming of me, his embrace a place to relax and stand tall, a sanctuary for contradictions and discovery. 
And then, without a single word, he reached for my humming hand and walked me with great deliberation back to the little cabin. I snagged two sleeping bags in the corner as we left.
We weren’t even in the little cabin fully before he set down Lena’s guitar, whipped off the case, and was kissing me again, the rasp of his stubble just jarring enough to make me feel everything without experiencing it fully. As the kiss deepened, though, it altered, changing me with it. Fingers in my hand, a flat palm against my back, the wet heat of our clothes and skin pressing against each other, the wild taste of Tyler in my mouth.
I broke away and breathed hard, Tyler’s mouth open, his eyes dark and inviting.
“Let’s get you out of these wet clothes,” he said. 
“I know,” I said with a small, breathy laugh. “I’m going to catch a cold.”
“No, Maggie. I mean,” he said, pulling me closer to him, warm heat pouring from his body to mine, “—let’s get you out of these clothes.”
The last time I had a man break through the physical wall between two bodies and enter into me was a night filled with pain, horror, brutality and the weeping knowledge that all three of my attackers enjoyed every second of what they did to helpless me.
Before the gang rape I had dated a few guys. More than a few, actually. I had slept with two. And after, it took a while—but I kissed a couple. 
There’s this moment when you cross a bridge between yourself and another human being. And there’s an implied agreement, a consent that evolves from nuance and risk. There’s this moment when it’s like stepping through a dimension. Like realizing that your reality is not the only one that’s true. 
I’d felt that before, so when Tyler kissed me it wasn’t unfamiliar. But this time it was as if the truth called out its secret name across all the dimensions, echoing into hidden places neither of us even knew existed. 
The flutter of his fingers on my arm as his palms slid up and wrapped around my back. The light touch of his lips against mine, as he kissed once, then twice, and then I kissed him back. The push of my fingers against the hard ridge of muscle at the base of his ribs. The feel of being in the space of someone else, and yet doing it knowingly. On my terms. With all my rules. 
I was sure Tyler had rules, too. I was as sure of that as I was of the knowledge that he was kissing me because he wanted to, that his fingers were lightly brushing against the base of my back because he knew I wanted that, too. In this moment, his rules were as important as mine. 
Finally, I had met someone who understood how important the rules are, and he was telling me that right now, with his tongue, with his touch. The promise of respecting what he knew was packed into the force of my response. 
It wasn’t that sex was even a need any more. No longer a craving, or something to use as a palate cleanser, it was a way of fulfilling a promise to my former self. Making love with Tyler would be like reaching my hand back in time to the Maggie who lay broken and bruised, battered and beaten, torn and terrified, and saying, “Come here, let me comfort you. The world is not always like this.” 
And until I met him, I didn’t even have that hand to give, not in my own dimension and not in any other. 
But I did now.
I pulled back and took in a deep breath, the sound like marbles rolling around in a tin can. 
He pressed his forehead against mine and made a sound remarkably similar. “I didn’t know people like you were out there, Maggie.”
I took the opportunity to slide my palms flat against the base of his back, to feel the rich topography of his bones against sinew and skin and muscle. His breath shuddered from a different impulse than my own, and I felt him thicken against me, felt his arms tighten. He dipped his head down and gave me a kiss that from any other man would have been a question. But from Tyler, it was permission. 
“You’re in charge,” he said, the words redundant. His lips had just told me so. 
I took him at his word and pulled back, smiling. “I need a shower,” I said with a laugh, the chuckle a little too self-conscious. I wanted to be confident, to stand bold and open. I wanted to show him the old Maggie, the one without scars. The one who had never been broken in the first place. 
But as he stood before me and searched my eyes with a look that was so raw and authentic that a thousand versions of myself all coalesced into one, I realized that she’d been there all along. He took my hand in his, playing with each of the five fingers, rolling them against his calloused fingertips, touching the knuckles, playful and unhurried. Then he entwined his fingers in mine. Each of the five fingers matched perfectly with the others, and he walked me slowly to the bathroom. 
I let go of his hand at the door and made a motion to go in, when I realized his heat was right behind me. I turned around, and my nose bumped into his chin. 
He laughed, then leaned down, his hot breath in my ear as he said, “How about we shower together and take it from there?”
My first reaction, deep inside, was a resounding no. And yet, split seconds later, I had the presence of mind to question the first reaction. Why not? What was wrong with a shower? I was hyper aware of everything already, as if I had to get this perfect at the same time that I had to etch every single breath into my memory forever. 
I’d learned a long time ago that you could hold two completely contradictory truths in your head at the same time. Unfortunately I’d had to learn that on the ground, being abused with hands attached to faces I didn’t know, trying to take away one of those truths. I appealed to my better nature, the part of me inside that knew that the knee-jerk judgment was often nothing more than the wrong truth getting there first as if it were a race, and the one who won always got its way. 
I said nothing—this was my turn to have words fail me—and instead I answered him with action, reaching in for the shower knob and turning it on Hot. 
The sudden feel of his hand against the nape of my neck as I pulled back from turning on the shower, the casual intimacy of his touch, the way he moved in and out of the space between us, as if we’d been lovers forever, made me feel as if something had shifted inside both of us. The idea that our other selves had morphed into something combined, like we had been Tyler and Maggie separately, and now we were forging a new identity. 
On the car trip so far, everything had been about defining ourselves. Staking out our claim. This is who I am. This is who I am. Don’t like it? Well, fuck you. You do like it? Well, Oh shit!—I don’t know what to do with that. 
The way Tyler’s warm hands pushed against my ribs, pressing in and toward and into me, was a negotiation, one of the body, and one that had hardly been settled yet.
“I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do,” he said. They were the right words at exactly the right time. He didn’t have to say them. And yet, the fact that he knew to say them meant more than the words themselves. 
“I wouldn’t be here if that weren’t the case, Tyler,” I said. I couldn’t stop looking at his eyes. He couldn’t stop looking at me. Our hands were an afterthought, but they seemed to know what to do. His fingers unbuttoned my jeans with a kind of tenderness that made me gasp as he slid down the zipper and slipped his fingers between the thin cloth of my panties and curled them around my hips, down the slope of my buttocks, pulling the pants down into a pool at my ankles.
The cold chill of the air wasn’t the only shock I experienced. My skin went pebbly with gooseflesh. And as he reached for the hem of my shirt and pulled up, my arms willingly raised, my hands clasped together then apart, as if I were praying to a lesser god, as if I were thanking a minor deity. 
“Hold on,” I said, turning away, pulling out one, then both of my contact lenses. They were disposables, so I tossed them in the small trash can and turned back to look at him.
Shock registered on his face. “Your blue eyes!”
“They’re fake.” I gave him an appraising look. “C’mon. You knew that.”
His eyes narrowed. Softened. “I like your brown eyes better. They’re more you.”
“They are me.”
“And that’s why I like them.”
He unhooked my bra in seconds and I stood before him, completely bare, stripped down to nothing. “Your turn,” I said as his eyes traveled down the length of my body, then rested on my hands.
“No, Maggie,” he said with a half smile, “It’s your turn.” 
My hands didn’t quite shake as I reached for his waist and found the button of his jeans. My breath didn’t quite tremor as I unzipped him and then unfurled him, his body revealed to me inch by inch as the denim dropped. My mind didn’t quite resonate with the sound of a thousand gongs ringing at once as I pulled his shirt up, his arms unbelievably strong, the muscles rolling in and out of vision with a kind of military precision, and then a natural aptitude that made me appreciate him even more. 
By the time I was done, it was my heart that shook. The rest of me remained preternaturally still. 
We were completely revealed to each other, in all our flesh and in all our colors, and together we were a work of art.
I closed my eyes and could feel his energy vibrating inches from me, from all of me, from everything I had to offer him. When you strip yourself down to the essence of who and what you are, you come to realize that that has to be enough for yourself, that you, naked and vulnerable, weeping and happy, joyful and in sorrow, are always, as is, enough. 
I opened my eyes because I realized I had to see him that way. I had to look at the whole of him, naked and raw, vulnerable and open, and come to see that he, as is, before me now, those picturesque arms reaching around me, those legs pressed against mine, was enough. More than enough. 
That he was everything, and that together we could be infinity. 
The steam filled the room with a kind of ethereal glow, even in this dingy cabin in the middle of the desert. Water was at a premium, and as that thought floated through my mind, Tyler took one step, pulling me into the shower, the water breaking through my trance as his chest moulded against my breasts and his abs pressed into my belly.
What had been intellectual and psychological, some sort of analysis in my mind about the meaning of myself, turned into a simple rush of emotion and of instinct that I couldn’t name, but that could only be felt. The water gave us permission to stand so close, like it was urging his arms around me, his fingers in my wet hair, his palms against my jaw, his lips kissing and exploring mine. My hands stayed in safe zones on his body, so unaccustomed to the feel of flesh so different from mine. Aside from a few furtive kisses and that one encounter with him two months ago, I hadn’t touched a man—I hadn’t given myself permission.
The ripe promise of being touched by someone as if we had all the time in the world made my heart slow to a natural beat, even as the water tapped out its own lyrics on our skin, the push of our hands against each other’s bodies growing more urgent, more eager. We were wet and wild, filled with a sort of abandon that comes from too much time spent living in our heads, living in separate bodies. This combining was less a give and take and more a claiming of each other. 
He kissed me hard, then pulled away, looking into my soul. I looked right back. His eyes were filled with a kind of pleading lust that made me laugh. I only laughed because I knew that my own eyes must look the same. 
“What is this?” he asked, reaching down before I could answer and kissing me, biting my lower lip and pulling it between his teeth, then smiling. There he was. That was the Tyler I knew was there all along, the one he showed small slivers of in all-too-infrequent grins.
“Whatever it is,” I said, breathless, “I don’t want it to end.” 
“Me neither,” he said, then reached down and cupped my ass, pulling me close to him, making me light inside with a fire that even the shower couldn’t extinguish. I was warmth personified, and he was hard against my hip. My hands stayed in those safe zones on him, not because I didn’t want to touch the parts that felt so  intimate, but because the eroticism of breaking through to that step felt like it would rush us through all of the pieces that I wanted to enjoy just as much. 
This discovery had a sequence. It had a purpose. It held a logic of its own. And even the flashpoint of lust that threatened to take over my entire being and devour everything that stood in its path couldn’t rob me of what was rightfully mine, and couldn’t take away from Tyler what he knew just as much as I did. 
A long time ago I asked one of my therapists how I would know when I was ready to have sex with someone again, and she said, “When you want to.” 
And I said, “That doesn’t mean I’m ready.”
And she asked, “What other criteria do you think you need to have?”
As I touched Tyler, as I kissed him freely and my hands finally roamed out of the safe zones, I realized that what I was really asking back then was how can I trust myself? How can I trust myself to know what’s right when I’m broken? My fingers curved over the slope of his muscled ass, my palms following, trailing behind and documenting for my mind, my heart, my body what I needed to learn. All my self-consciousness, all my fears, all my worries that I somehow was too shattered ever to really find a path to this moment—it was all gone.
Chased away.
All faded out over seven years of careful, conscious, painstaking deliberation that led to the kind of freedom that let me touch him like this. 
He hissed, inhaling sharply through clenched teeth as I pulled my hand forward and slid it between us. The firm flesh of his cock felt dangerous in my hand, my fingers instinctively wrapping around it, sliding up, using the water. I reached for a wrapped bar of soap sitting on the edge of the tub and discarded the paper, taking the soap and handing it to him, holding him firmly by his handle. 
“We really should get clean,” I said.
“I think I like dirty.”
I bent down just slightly and looked up, the water pelting me and making me close my eyes. He groaned, my hand moving millimeters, my shattered soul moving worlds. 
I stood at full height and he bent down, taking one of my nipples in his mouth, the sensation stirring an electric bolt that ran from my clit all the way up to the top of my head. I tipped my chin up and pushed myself toward him.
And froze. 
The first image of that night seven years ago filled my mind. It was as if someone had poured a bottle of paint perfectly calibrated to fill in a colorized version of my memories. It was a still in my mind’s eye, a moment caught forever. One of my assailants’ hands buried in my long hair, yanking my neck back as he ripped my pants off.
Tyler stood immediately and let go of me, his hands moving to the sanctuary of my shoulders. “What’s wrong?” he asked, serious and concerned.
Shame pooled in a place below my navel, but above the part of my body that had been so violated. It crouched there, curled in the fetal position, waiting for orders. But it had been summoned, and it couldn’t go back to the quiet, dark place where I had made it live. It had taken seven years to get it to that point, to crawl into a box, one padlocked with a key that I had tried to throw away, but that kept coming back over and over again, living somewhere else inside me. 
Now Tyler’s beautiful, erotic attentions had unlocked the box.
I couldn’t answer him. All I could do was stare and feel the shame pour in rivulets down from my mind’s eye to the tip of my toes. I wanted to will it away, to make it flee, to banish it forever. And yet, I also knew I needed to learn to live with it. That it was as much a part of me as the Maggie who needed to just keep going, to keep turning toward healing, to say yes to this man with dark, worried eyes, whose hands and lips and heart were so focused on giving.
“Hey. Hey,” he said, his voice cutting through some kind of fog that surrounded me. It felt like a suit of terror and want, of reproach and resolve. 
“Hey,” Tyler said, gently tipping my face up to meet his eyes. “This can be enough. Maggie, this can be enough. I don’t need more. I—I—uh.” 
Words failed him, and somehow that’s what cut through for me. That was what reached me. His words had failed him. 
“We’re not doing anything you don’t want to do,” he said, “and if this is where this stops, that’s okay. Because this isn’t where we stop.” His eyes bounced from one of mine to the other, then down to my nose, my lips, my cheek, then back. It was like he catalogued me, like he was checking in.
“I want more,” I said, the words coming out long before I could even think about whether to say them or not. My truth stepped up and took its shot. 
“Then how about this,” he said in a gruff voice. He cleared his throat, emotion clogging it. “You lead,” he said, “I follow. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”
“You keep saying that. You keep saying that. It’s okay, I know.”
“No, Maggie, I don’t think you really do know. I don’t think you really do, that’s why I keep saying it. And I’ll say it every day for the rest of my life if that’s what I have to do to make you feel safe.” 
Tears filled my eyes, piercing the bridge of my nose with the kind of pain that felt so acute I wanted to stop the world and make the universe acknowledge its existence. Our kiss would have to be enough.
His beard was scratchy against my face as I kissed him, once on each cheek, once on the nose and then softly on the lips. I reached for the bar of soap, taking it out of his hand and lathered up, touching his shoulder in a way that made him turn around. I smoothed the lather on his back, admiring the space where the tattoos began on his upper shoulders. 
They spread down, going almost to his wrists. The colors peeped out in the shadows, under the white soap. And as the water ran long lines down the planes of his taut muscles, his curved bone, his skewed stance as he shifted his weight from one hip to the other, I felt myself centering again. The violent images washed away, rinsed off me like that soap, circling the drain and being taken out to sea. 
He turned around and I repeated the steps, only this time washing his ass, his cock, finding his sac and admiring the soft weight of it all. How strange a man’s body was in my hands, how different, what a playground, what fun it could be. My stomach seized in a giant, twisting motion as if two fists had come from my imagination and grasped either side of it, and drained it of all its life force. 
I paused, gasping for air as Tyler watched me, his hands by his side, never reaching out. “It’s all about you, Maggie,” he said. “This is all about you.” 
I looked at him, taking agonal breaths, trying to stop what had embedded itself in my body all those years ago and now was coming out. “You keep saying that, but it’s about us.” 
“Making love is about us,” he said. “But right now, this is about you.” His eyes narrowed and his cheekbones seemed to widen. His lips parted slightly as if he were about to start another word, and then they pressed together, firm. His eyes went sad. “I hate seeing you in pain.” 
His words surprised me. Pain? How could he know? My stomach felt raw, like someone had taken small knives to it and just slashed over and over again. The sense subsided slowly as he took the soap so gently from my hands and urged me to turn around. 
“Let me do you?” His voice turned up in a question. He didn’t touch me. He waited. 
The good little organizer inside my mind whispered, He’s asking for your consent.

And I whispered back, I know. I’m waiting for mine. 
Just as I turned around and silently answered his question, the water began to fade from a lovely steaming hot to a lukewarm deluge that made the hair stand on my legs. He acted fast; this was no sensual scrub down. By the time we were both rinsed and clean, the water had turned as cold as the shower had been when we were outside stuck by the side of the road.
Chilled to the bone yet again, but this time in a very different place, we crawled into bed. Tyler unzipped the two sleeping bags that we had been given and made a makeshift double bed from them. Without pillows, without anchors, without anything from our regular lives, the tiny cabin felt disjointed, as if we had ascended to some place where you just showed up naked and the rest unfolded before you. 
Without a plan. 
I guess that’s life, right? 
“Tyler, what about you?”
“What about me?”
“You keep saying that I have all the control, and that this is all about me. That this is my choice. But you have your own demons to reckon with. You’ve got your own past and your own sexual—”
He rested one palm against the side of my face, his thumb stroking the skin beneath my lower lip. His eyes filled with a kind of sweetness that I’d never seen. His words came out thick at first, and then he had to clear his throat to start again. 
“I didn’t go through what you went through—”
“But you said—”
He squeezed gently at my jaw, the pressure just enough to make me halt. “I didn’t go through what you went through, but yeah, I’ve got my own demons. But I got over this hurdle,” he looked down at our naked bodies, “a lot longer ago, and what you’re going through right now is special.”
Tears filled my eyes, along with a kind of self-consciousness that came less from shame and more from a flush that occupied my breastbone, spreading down across my chest and into my arms. I knew it was creeping up my neck and would soon fill my face. It was the warm sense of recognition, of surprise, of being seen. This sensation didn’t have to carry a negative connotation with it, and right now it didn’t.
“So this is about you. You have given me everything. Let me give you something back.” 
My heart sank. “If you’re doing this because you feel like you owe me something—”
He put his hand over the glowing pink spot above my heart, and I paused. 
“Not like that, Maggie. Never like that.” 
“But I don’t want to just take—”
“You’re not.”
“But I—”
“You’re not,” he said, his voice stressed with a kind of urgency that didn’t quite fit the moment. “There are no selfish people in this bed,” he finally said. It wasn’t an observation as much as a declaration, the slide of his hairy legs against mine so alien, the feel of his veined arms colored and telling stories against my pale, freckled skin. 
The interplay of who each of us were and how our bodies appeared was like a scrapbook before it’s assembled, the many pieces all remnants of a story that you’re composing, made up of different bytes and bits of a whole that only gets put together when you decide, and of what you decide. 
In spite of what others may think of the event that you’re commemorating, you hold the ultimate truth in your own hands. That’s how our bodies and minds felt right now. The only part of us that had to catch up was our memories. Mine was definitely more in need of work than his.
“May I kiss you?” he asked.
I giggled, feeling stupidly awkward. “Of course!”
He shook his head slightly, his eyes serious though his nostrils twitched. “There are no of courses, either.” 
“Are you going to ask me every single time you want to touch me?”
“If that’s what it takes.”
And then he kissed me, a second, a third, a fourth time, his hands sinking deep into my wet hair, both of them pressing into my scalp, sliding down the side of my neck, one finger stroking an earlobe. His tongue was lush and warm against mine, my own diving into his mouth, our lips slanted against each other, our breath hard and hot.
My hands didn’t know what to do. I wanted to touch him, and yet I kept forgetting, as if my sense of how this worked had slipped out of gear, and all my attention had to be focused on making sure I was in the right gear, rather than on paying attention to the drive itself.
His palm made contact with my rib, slipping back under me, fingertips tickling my spine. “May I touch you here?” he said.
“Yes.”
His mouth bent down to my nipple, his eyes tipping up to catch mine, and I swallowed hard, my throat fluttering at the sheer openness of it.
“And here?”
“Yes,” I whispered.
This time, as his mouth licked with such respect, pebbling the nipple instantly, there was no image. There was no horror. There was only this.
He suckled, his tongue twirling in circles, and then he pulled back. 
“And this?” he said as he bent down to pay the same attentions to the other breast.
“Oh yes,” I hissed, arching my back up to meet him. “Please.” 
I had thought about this moment for the better part of seven years. What the man I would make love with would be like. Who he would be. Whether he would understand, or whether it would matter at all. 
It would matter, of course, and it did in this moment, as my mind tried to reconcile what had happened to me in the past with my known self in this very moment. 
I transformed under his touch as his fingers strummed my skin like the delicate strings of an instrument. 
His lips brushed against my skin with a kind of restrained elegance that I would never expect from such a quiet man. Tyler seemed coiled, like a deep pressure cooker of anger lived at his core, his body a casing for holding back everything that brewed inside. That same intensity was in his touch as his skin slid against mine, bare and warm, and his lips found mine again. His hands ran up from hips to ribs to breast along the contours of my neglected skin, until they rested, cradling my jaw, his body pressed hard against mine, sloped slightly to the left so I could breathe.
Was I breathing? I couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t until his hand sunk into my hair and my heart touched his, getting as close as possible between our naked bodies, that I knew I was. We were out of sync, my heart a half beat off from his, and it was in the space between those beats that I found the pleasure he so freely gave.
My hands. I didn’t know what to do with my hands. The worry became a talisman, something I stroked inside myself to take me out of where I needed to be. It was a place of safety inside, as if ruminating on the question of what to do with my hands somehow protected me from the intensity of what I sought.
Make no mistake: I sought this. I wanted this. I wanted him. 
My mouth went dry as he pulled back and in the bright light of day he looked at me, one finger stroking the planes of my cheekbones, crossing over the bridge of my nose like a painter with a fine brush, memorizing lines. His eyes warmed and I let myself study him, knowing that the only way to overwrite the memory of seven years ago was to live this moment in as much awareness as possible. 
He bit his lower lip and pulled it in, his teeth pressing against the soft flesh, his face changing as we studied each other. Our breath filled the space where our skin and our hearts couldn’t, and something in me released. 
My hands suddenly knew what to do.
I reached down, feeling the contours of muscle and sinew, the curves and valleys of a man whose body was hardened through use and youth. He was six years younger, and yet we were ageless. As my hands found and cradled his ass, I could feel layers of muscle built and forged through time and struggle. I could appreciate the thin layer of fine, dark hair that covered him, so different from my own body.
He let me. He let me, and he seemed to know that in the letting, he was giving me exactly what I needed to take. 
I warmed as I touched him, my body melting, my heart speeding up, the blood pumping to places I hadn’t let it think about for so long. 
You spend seven years telling yourself that you’re damaged. Seven years trying to get to a place where you decide that in spite of being broken, you’re going to move on. And in the moment when you take action, you hope that the person you choose to forge ahead with will understand. That they’ll be there through the realness of it. But what you really hope is that you choose well. 
The trust that I put in him was second to the trust that I put in myself. And so far as he kissed me deeply, then pulled away and trailed kisses down to my breast, hands roaming over all the skin he could possibly take with his palms, his lips now brushing my navel, I realized that not only was this moment a victory, a triumph over the violation of seven years ago, it was an even bigger victory for my sense of self. 
I had trusted the part of me deep down inside that knew I could trust myself, that knew I could trust him, and I had been right.
He planted kisses on the bare skin of my belly, his body curled, muscles strong as I watched him dip down, leaving kisses along my thighs, his fingers gently parting my legs. He did it so slowly, each movement a question, and I let him. I let him because I wanted this. 
He looked up, and that was the moment when self-consciousness kicked in. 
If you didn’t count the three from seven years ago, Tyler was my third. But for this, he was about to be my first. 
“I’ve—uhm—” I said, my throat throbbing and my tongue feeling like a thousand balloons. “Are you—uhm—is that...”
I could feel his smile against my inner thigh. “You don’t want this?” he asked, his finger stroking along the soft flesh, making me shiver.
“No, no, I do,” I said, the words true and yet haunting. 
“It would be my pleasure,” he said, and started kissing his way down closer and closer.
And then warmth, the soft grace of a gift. The gift of his attentions. He teased with the lightest of butterfly movements, with the determination of a man who knew exactly what he was doing and exactly why.
And exactly how.
My back arched and my legs began to quiver as I sank into a level of sensation that I didn’t know my body could experience. The two minds that lived inside my head stopped existing on parallel tracks and integrated as I lost the ability to think. This was...divine, the feeling of his body against mine, of his mouth on me, of knowing that he wanted to touch and stroke and lick and lave, and use each other’s skin and tongue and lips and fingers to speak a language that could not be spoken in any other way. 
That he could use his body like this, twinned with mine, to elicit such sensual ecstasy was something I understood intuitively. I understood it intellectually. I even grasped it psychologically and emotionally, but in the abstract. He had to make love to my actual body, to minister to my flesh, to make this offering and to give me this gift, for me to understand it fully. 
In another world where the other Maggie lived, the one beaten and bloodied and broken on that college campus seven years ago, those men had used the same hands. The same lips and mouths and fingers (and other body parts) to cause pain. To wreak havoc. To use violence as a tool for domination and destruction. 
And I knew that. I knew that in the back of my mind as Tyler showed me a different way. I knew he knew it too, knew it all. He’d been violated and defiled and objectified. While he wouldn’t tell me the details, just the fact that he knew how it felt to be turned into a lesser version of yourself by someone else’s body and will made what he was doing right now to me, what he was accessing in me, what he was creating between us, all the more holy. 
“What about you?” I said, a desperate clawing filling me suddenly. A sense of guilt. As if I had just opened myself up and he’d poured everything he had into me, and I had just gulped greedily from the cup of Tyler. 
“What about me?” He was between my legs and looked up, his eyes quizzical and hands stroking my thighs.
“You—you—I—” I stumbled over my words. “You said—you said earlier that you had—”
He cut me off. “I know,” he said softly, moving up my body, making it so we were eye-to-eye. “And we can talk about that some other time.” His eyes went soft and hooded, searching my face again. “But you—this is new for you. I’ve—I’m on a different path. I’m—” He struggled with his words too, starting and stopping, his hands never leaving me. His thumb stroked the soft inner skin of my elbow and then slowly moved up to my shoulder as his eyes roamed over my face, settling finally on my mouth. “I’ve been through more of what it takes to heal than you have,” he finally said. 
I frowned, shaking my head slightly. “What does that mean?” I asked. 
“This isn’t my first time since,” he said quietly. “And I know how hard this is. And I’m honored, Maggie. I’m so...honored I think my heart’s gonna burst inside my chest, and come crawling out, and kiss yours.” 
 The smile that he gave me turned me into an unbroken person. All at once. Like someone waved a magic wand. And I was whole again. 
“This is about you.” His words came out like a sigh. “And the next time we make love, Maggie, it can be about us.”
“I want to make it very clear that I’m going to cry,” I said, smiling as my mouth twisted and my eyes filled.
“I know. I figured.”
“It won’t freak you out?”
“You feel what you feel. I’ll feel what I feel. Now, let me make you feel.”
“I’m ruining this, aren’t I?” I gasped, half laughing, half choking, naked in his arms.
“Never.” He kissed my neck and made his way swiftly back to my soft, sensitive clit. “You can’t ruin this moment with me, Maggie. No matter how hard you try.”
That made me laugh, the feeling neutralizing my self-consciousness. For all his flaws with words, Tyler was a master in this moment. It was eerie, as if he knew exactly how to be, naked and vulnerable, wanting and real.
And then my thoughts shattered as his mouth brought me a kind of pleasure that words can’t. It rose and fell, the sweet sense of inner pulsing making me clench until I felt like all my blood vessels were exploding.
But they didn’t.
Over and over, his touch was perfect. Really, deeply perfect. Except I knew what he was doing and...I couldn’t. I couldn’t orgasm.
This is what the last seven years had been like.
I hadn’t orgasmed since the rape. Not alone, and certainly not with a guy. Not with anyone. I couldn’t even let myself tip over into that place where you’re falling with a kind of ecstatic freedom that makes you release everything.
That was no longer part of who I am.
I knew this was true, just like I knew so many facts. And nothing Tyler did right now would change that, but oh—this felt so good. So, so amazing.
It just wasn’t going to happen the normal way. Sex was supposed to be this intimate, hot, racy series of touches and kisses, of sighs and moans, of thrusts and orgasms and yet...none of that was happening right now. I was too raw. Too exposed. I lived in my head and my body as if they were two separate states of existence.
And meanwhile, Tyler did his damnedest to be what I needed.
I felt the sob rise up in me just as his tongue stroked the most delicious spot. Just as his fingers dug into the soft flesh of my hip. Just as his other hand splayed across my belly with heat and passion. My stomach tightened and all that was supposed to be sweaty and sexy in this moment became a convulsion of pain and outrage.
He sensed it and came up to me, stroking my hair instead of my ass. Kissing my cheek instead of my clit. Murmuring words of comfort instead of dirty talk. For seven years I’d avoided sex because I knew it would be awkward and bizarre, broken and painful.
It turned out I’d been right.
“It’s okay,” he said, his body long and hard, hot and taut against mine as my chest heaved with painful, hitched cries. I hated myself in that moment. Hated what I’d just done. I’d turned what was supposed to be a romp in bed into a therapy session, and the last man on the planet I’d expected to be naked with me and holding me was a guy named Frown.
But it turned out fate knew better than me what I needed.
“Maggie, shhhhh,” he soothed, his voice so soft and warm, his caring only making me cry harder. I was a basket case, a naked, sobbing wreck, and his arms and murmurs wrapped me with a sense of compassion I didn’t know any man could display, much less this man.
He made me want him even more. Even when I shouldn’t want intimacy, I wanted this man. He held me until whatever needed to come out was finished. With a shaking hand I reached up and stroked his stubbled cheek, then kissed him.
He kissed me back, his lips tender and tentative, the kind of kiss you give when you’re being respectful. Suddenly, though, I didn’t want respectful and tender. I wanted to feel empty and full at the same time. To keep on going until I came out on the other side of whatever this journey took me through. I couldn’t stop now. If I did, I’d be half finished. Half healed.
Half Maggie.
I kissed him with an urgent hunger that clanged inside me like a bell, the sound getting louder and more eager, the cacophony a strange mix with the pleasure of his heated body. His cock rose in response and yet I felt him holding back, his restraint admirable but exactly what I did not need.
“Make love to me,” I whispered, the sound carrying across the tiny space between us like dried leaves on an early winter day, the wind careless.
“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice slow and heavy.
“Yes.” I shifted, my breasts and one thigh sliding against his torso, the feeling both erotic and frightening at the same time. How I could feel two completely different responses at the same time wasn’t a surprise. What shocked me was how the erotic quickly became more powerful than my fear. I nearly cried with relief, but my body was cried out.
Maybe that was the secret. Find a guy nice enough to let me cry during sex and—
“We don’t have to do anything, Maggie. Seriously,” he said, his mouth against my ear. He rubbed my back, carefully avoiding my breasts and ass. I wanted that touch—needed it. The absence of it made me feel hollow. I knew that my reactions didn’t make sense. Fighting that reality was holding me back. Maybe what Tyler was trying to tell me was what I’d hoped was true:
You can feel anything you need to feel and that’s fine, because your truth is your truth.
My answer to his words was a touch that made him inhale sharply.
“This is what I want to do,” I whispered. “I want you to be inside me. I want,” I said, my mouth going numb as my body because exquisitely sensitive, “you to make love to me.”
I felt his smile against my neck. “Gladly,” he answered. And then I quite literally felt him frown.
“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath. “We don’t have a condom.” 
“Uh, actually,” I said, squirming under him, reaching for my backpack, “we do.”
“We do?”
“Lena packed them.”
He chuckled. “Your sister packed you condoms for a road trip with me.”
I shrugged and pulled out the foil packet. “She wanted us to be prepared.”
He took the condom from me and tore the package open, shaking his head with a smile. “She bakes cookies and she packs you condoms? She’s quite a catch.”
“Hey there,” I said, “she’s not your type.”
“She’s not?” he laughed. 
“No, she likes pussy.”
“Then we have something in common.” He began to tear the packet and I took it gently from him, our fingers fumbling against each other, his face tight with a frown.
“May I?” I asked. I hadn’t done this in years. It meant something to me in that moment, but I didn’t know what.
He pulled back and I looked down, seeing his erection, the veins prominent, the flesh so...simple. The same body part on another man (men) used as a weapon against me all those years ago now looked so harmless. Fresh and alluring, something to bring pleasure. He hissed as I stroked up, twice, then carefully rolled the condom on.
He smiled.
“Why are you smiling?”
“No one’s ever put one on me before.”
“You don’t normally wear them?”
“No, no!” he said quickly. “I do. Always. It’s just...I’m normally the one putting it on.”
“Then I’m pleased to be something new for you, Tyler,” I said. His kiss in answer was full of yearning and buildup, of being in the moment. Of holding our breath as we paused before crossing over.
I stretched beneath him and he moved over me, my legs opening in invitation. I didn’t want to have to say it. Consent was important, but he already had that. I’d given it to him and to myself, and now it was time.
Tyler’s beautiful mouth opened and I knew, before he began to speak, what he was about to say. I pressed my finger against his lips and he startled.
Our eyes locked.
“Please.” That was the only word in my head, the only word I cared about. “Please.”
And then I said:
“Now.”
He nodded, eyes serious and watchful, arms powerful and protective as he balanced over me. I guided him in and oh—the fullness. The aching, slow relief of having someone enter me on my own terms.
My own timeline.
My choice.
If I’d looked him in the eye in that moment as he hovered over me, my thighs pressing into his hips, my hands on the small of his back as he rocked his way into me, I might have cried. I might have laughed. I might have done neither. I might have frozen and gone cold inside.
Without his eyes aimed at me, I closed mine and just felt. Felt the brush of his abs against my belly. Took in the rasp of his chin against my shoulder. Considered the push of him going in me and the sweet, soft slide as he pulled out, then thrust in again. Inhaled the scent of soap and musk and man his skin exuded. Reveled in the chanting loop in my head that whispered:
You did it. You did it. You did it.
You’re free.
I kissed his shoulder and Tyler tensed, his ass clenching and his throat clicking with a swallow.
“You okay?” he asked softly.
All I could do was nod.
“This okay?” he asked.
“Better than okay.”
I moved my hips up to meet him and take him in deeper and he groaned, a wild sound that ignited something in me. In that split second this went from a healing moment to something more visceral, more carnal. I wanted him more—wanted his raw power, to commune with him, and as I pushed up to meet his gentle thrusts he came back faster, harder, with less restraint and more abandon.
And then he slowed down.
I sped back up, my body unleashing a torrent of pinprick sensations that spread high and low, but halted as if they struck a massive wall. I knew this feeling. I’d known this feeling earlier.
I wouldn’t come.
My body wouldn’t let me.
But oh, how this felt so good. So right. So...Tyler.
“I want to make this good for you,” he confessed, his words soft and tight, his breath hard and choked.
“It is,” I replied, my arm sweaty against his back, my inner thighs aching.
“I just...oh, Maggie,” he gasped. Puzzled, I stroked his back and reached down to touch his hips, then realized what he was saying. Aha.
“Please don’t hold back,” I said, trying to keep the pleading tone away. I wanted him to come. I wanted to know I could give a man pleasure, and that he could find it in me. With me. 
From me.
He thrust in, hips curling as my legs wrapped around him and he groaned into my neck, his mouth dipping down to take one nipple in, the feeling both fleeting and electric as he pushed and I lifted to match his movements. 
One, two, three....adrift in the sensation, I lost count until his entire body pushed hard once, then froze, his chest impossibly big for a moment. A long sigh poured out of him, ragged and full.
He sagged against me, sated and finished. My legs bowed out and down, my arms sliding off his back and resting on the rumpled sleeping bag beneath us. I tried to breathe but he pressed down on me, his body boneless.
I’d done that. Done that to him. With him.
I gently pulled him to the side and he roused, shifting so I could breathe. Our legs were tangled in a delicious way, my core raw and aching. My thighs began to tremble and I felt so exposed. Not uncomfortable, though.
He turned away from me and sat at the edge of the bed, then stood. I watched his naked ass as he went into the bathroom. I heard a flush. The condom, I supposed. This ritual was so unfamiliar to me that I just mused and openly tracked him with my eyes, a thousand Maggies spinning inside my head and chest as I tried to make sense of the last hour.
I’d had sex.
With someone who cared.
He came back to the bed and wrapped his arms around me.
“Thank you,” I said. The words seemed so anemic, impossibly bereft of the power I wanted them to have.
“Thank you,” he replied.
We rested, the only sound our breathing. After too many minutes, I cracked.
“This is going to sound so...wrong,” I said, my words coming out with a gasp. I had to talk about anything except what we’d just done.
The problem was my choice of topic. I couldn’t help myself.
“Go ahead.”
He seemed to know what I was going to ask, so I sat up a bit and looked him in the eye, my naked breasts resting against his ribs.
“How old were you?”
He closed his eyes and took a deep sigh. “Thirteen.”
“Oh, Tyler.”
“And because I know you’re going to pester me until I tell you the rest, here’s all I’m saying.” He swallowed, hard, and took a deep breath. “My dad was doing business with this guy.”
“Drugs?”
“Yeah.” He looked away. “And Dad didn’t come home for a long time. The guy was high as a kite and huge. By the time Dad walked in, he was...well. I hadn’t hit puberty yet, and he was big.”
“Oh, God. Your dad walked in?”
“Yep. Beat the fucking shit out of the dude. Nearly tossed him out the window, and we lived on the third floor back then. Kicked his ass down a staircase.”
“Your trial must have been awful. Testifying when you’re only thirteen. It was hard enough at twenty-two for me.”
He jolted, then froze.
Oh.
“There wasn’t a trial, was there?” I asked, my voice high, my body going cold and numb. 
“No.”
“Did your dad—”
“No.”
“I’m sorry. I’m an idiot for bringing this up, here, now, while we’re in bed together and we—” 
He pressed a finger to my mouth. I went quiet.
“There’s never a wrong time to talk about the truth.”
I gave him a squeeze. He softened slightly.
“Did your dad get you any help?”
He made a short, distinct snorting sound. “He told me to forget it happened. Threw the guy down the stairs, came back in the apartment, told me it was my fault, to forget it happened, and went into his bedroom. We never talked about it.”
“Your fault? No medical attention? What?” Horror filled me. Some deep, reptilian part of me knew that I was deflecting my own emotional struggles about my sexual abuse by talking so openly about his. 
Throwing myself into his story was easier than grappling with my own.
There was also a part of me that was about to cry for the thirteen-year-old child that Tyler had been.
“No.”
“And you got over it...how?”
His neck tightened. His jaw clenched. His breath became even. Too forced. He was controlling his emotions with great effort.
“By not talking about it.”
I pressed my ear against his heart and listened to it quicken, then steady. My eyes filled with tears and I let them drop into his chest, like a baptism. Like an offering. And we rested like that until I drifted off to sleep, my mind filled with too much to handle awake.
Tyler
As she fell asleep in my arms, her curves a warm comfort I didn’t know I needed, all I could think was:
I’m not good enough.
I couldn’t make her come.
I couldn’t give enough.
I tried. Fuck, I tried. And as she had wept in my arms my own eyes had teared up, my throat tight with anger and anguish. Anger for what those monsters did to her and anguish that I couldn’t fix it. Maggie explained it and I got it on some level. Of course she couldn’t come. The mind makes hellish spirals that go deeper than we realize when we go through bad shit.
Unscrewing the corkscrew is a hell of a lot harder than putting it in there.
This had been it, though. This was all I could give her. She’d done nothing but sacrifice for me and in the moments we had made love what I offered felt like something more than just giving. I was getting something back, too. Not just sex. Not just my own orgasm. Not just a fuck. She opened herself up to me. She trusted me. She made me “that guy,” the guy she wanted. Two months ago she tried and I’d shot her down.
And now?
Now I’d failed her.
I was too fucking tired to do anything but let sleep take over. 
Hours later I woke up in the dark. Maggie snored lightly next to me, her back facing my front. We weren’t exactly spooning. Some of her hair stuck to my mouth. We smelled like sweat and sex. 
I liked that scent.
I loathed myself, though. I sat up slowly and rubbed my eyes. The morning light was that kind of eerie glow you get before sunrise. I climbed out of bed, peeling her arm off me, and quickly got dressed. No time for a shower.  
But I had time to scribble a note.
Afterward, I sat in the greyish dark, staring at the changing light as it peeked out over the horizon. Maggie’s breath changed, then she rolled over, the air whooshing out of her, muscles going limp. Then regular breathing again, her face slack with sleep.
God, she was so fucking beautiful.
She deserved so much more than I could give her.
I grabbed Lena’s guitar, put $200 in her backpack on top of the note, and paused. Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe I should stay.
But she’d given so much to me. If I got to the main road fast enough, I could hitch a ride with a trucker and get to L.A. on my own in the nick of time. Spare her the last leg of this fucked-up journey.
Spare her from me.
I could be more of a man for her in the future. A real man, with money and stability and a fucking driver’s license. Shit. I had nothing right now but the last hundred bucks, Lena’s borrowed guitar, my clothes, and a raging case of falling for the woman who was smiling in her sleep right now.
That smile nearly broke me. Nearly made me stay.
I closed my eyes and imagined that future me, coming back to her in St. Louis or Boston. Coming back with something to give. 
I wasn’t enough for her now.
Which was why I needed to let her go. Make her go home. This wasn’t the end. But it was the end of me being so dependent on her.
I couldn’t bear it.
I couldn’t bear failing her again.



Chapter Twelve
Maggie
I woke up to an empty bed.
That, alone, wasn’t alarming. The little cots were tiny, and so maybe Tyler needed more space to sleep. I looked. Nope. No Tyler.
Okay.
So, maybe he was using the bathroom?
I looked around some more.
No guitar.
I sat up and muttered, “What the fuck?” under my breath, my hands gaining purchase on the hard, plastic-covered mattress under me.
And then I saw it on the floor.
A note.
I groaned before I even reached out for it, my eyes coordinating with my hands to get my fingers on it, the sound from my throat involuntary. 
It read:
 
First of all, don’t panic. I’m not some asshole who sleeps with women and leaves them in the morning with just a note of thanks.
 
My eyes filled with tears. It made it hard to read the next part:
 
And this is more than a note of thanks, so bear with me. You know I suck at words. At least, the spoken ones. I’ve always been better with written ones, but not much better. 
Maggie, I feel like a total jerk for everything I’ve put you through. I showed up on your doorstep with nothing but my clothes and a little money. You listened to my story and listened to Charlotte and Darla and came to my rescue. People don’t do that. No one rescues me. You did. I’m grateful. I’m so fucking grateful.
 
The tears spilled over as my heart squeezed down to half its normal size. Something about this note made me fear reading it all the way to the end. My inner thighs ached with an exquisite kind of pain, and the ache spread up through my belly, between my breasts, and into my throat as I slowly, painfully, read on:
 
I have nothing to give you but these words. And the $200 I left for you in your backpack. Before you freak out, that’s all I have to give to say thank you. And no, I don’t pay for sex, so stop thinking that shit.
 
I smiled in spite of myself, thinking about Darla’s story of waking up to an empty hotel room after she met Joe and Trevor and how those idiots left her a stack of twenties and a note. What the hell was it about these band members and their stupid weird abandonments?
 
Last night was amazing. This whole trip was even more amazing, though. I didn’t need the sex to know how real and gritty and fucking astoundingly beautiful you are. I knew that the first time I set eyes on you. You are a woman who sees into people and finds the marrow. You stole my soul the minute you came on to me, and you stole my heart when you kissed me out in the desert yesterday. You steal things from me, Maggie. You take everything good I have left and you capture it inside you and show it to me so I remember it’s there. The only way I can get it back is to be with you and show you the rest of me. 
And last night was the first step.
I’m on my way to L.A. By the time you read this, I’ll—
 
I flipped the page over.
 
—be with some trucker and getting closer to the concert. Don’t follow me. Go home. I can’t help you drive anyhow, and this time you won’t have to stop every thirty minutes so more gummy bears can catapult out of our respective asses.
 
I snorted, sniffed, then cried a little more.
 
I’ll be back in St. Louis as soon as the concert’s over and I can get Darla to give me an advance. I’m coming to see you, Ms. Maggie, whether you like it or not. Now, go back to Lena and tell her she’s a very good packer.
 
“Ha,” I said aloud to no one.
 
And if I didn’t make myself clear: we still have a lot of ground to cover and a lot more learning to do about each other. I’ll be back for you. Just make sure you’re there.
 
Yours,
Tyler
 
p.s. You have a body carved by God.
 
“FUCK YOU!” I screamed, balling the paper and throwing it at the wall. It barely arced, sailing limply in the air and falling with an ineffectual sound. That felt symbolic; everything I thought, felt, and did in these seconds felt ineffectual. 
So I sat on the bed and sobbed. Sunlight peeked in through the window, around the faded pink curtains that must have once been bright red. Tyler had given me the most precious gift he could have ever offered me: sensuality. Mutual respect. A series of touches and strokes, kisses and murmurs, sighs and moans that etched into my memory, over-writing what had been corrupt and replacing it with breathtaking pleasure.
I rescued him?
He rescued me right back. 
And he thought he could do this? Just send me on my merry way back home through twenty-two hours of driving, back to Lena, back to the empty house where I’d hang out for a week or two until I went to Massachusetts to manage girls at science summer camp?
No.
I jumped up, face hot from crying, and pulled on my clothes, not even bothering with my shoes as I shot out the door and ran to the campground office. Rosita was at her desk and looked up, alarmed.
“Maggie! What’s wrong?”
“Have you seen Tyler?”
“Oh, honey,” she said, her face tight with confusion. “He left earlier. Walked up to the road. Haven’t seen him since—”
“Did he have his guitar?”
“Yes.”
I closed my eyes, as if that would stop the truth from being true. “When is Andy coming?” I choked out. 
“Not for another hour or so. He called. Said Bert got the part and was working on the car now.” She gave me a sympathetic look. “Maybe Tyler’s there?”
Yeah. Right. I made a noise that said about as much.
“How ’bout you take a shower and by the time you’re packed up, I’ll bet Andy will be here.”
A shower. She was right. I couldn’t actually do anything other than curse Tyler out in my head. Might as well wash away all the traces of him from my body. God knew there was more than enough of him on me.
I turned to do exactly what she suggested when she said, “I’ll brew you some coffee. Come on back when you’re packed up.”
I nodded and murmured my thanks, then turned toward the cabin. 
He had gutted me. That note. Last night. This morning. My stomach growled and twisted, groaned and gurgled. I needed food. I needed coffee. Most of all, I needed answers.
I needed Tyler.
By the time I stripped down and climbed into the shower, I was in the middle of an ugly cry. The worn wood of the shower door reminded me of him. My hands on the soap dish were the same hands that stroked and lathered his back yesterday. The tiny space felt like a warehouse with only one body in it. My hands felt like lead balloons as they reached up and shampooed my hair.
My tears mixed with the hot water and left me bathed in holy water of a sort. 
When I stood in front of the mirror, which had tiny spider cracks around the edges, I was red-rimmed and hollow. The comb caught in my tangled hair and as I pulled, a new wave of tears hit me. It took me a moment to really get the fact that I wasn’t crying because I was sad.
I was just crying.
Emotions can overflow and pour out. Without Tyler there to crack wise, or a dilemma to figure out, the feelings just were.
A loud horn blast filled the air outside. I grabbed my backpack and raced to the office, wiping my face. Andy appeared, driving the chug-a-long tow truck like it was the greatest machine on earth.
“You ready? Bert’s got her done nice and early.”
“Is Tyler with you?” I asked, trying to keep the shake out of my voice.
“No,” Andy said, drawing out the word. “He supposed to be?”
I just snorted and climbed in. As we hit the main road, I realized I never did take Rosita up on that offer of coffee.
Tyler
I was an asshole.
But I was an asshole who wouldn’t be a burden to her any more. 
If she was smart, she’d read my note, cry, scream a little, go run in the desert and call me names—and then do exactly what I asked her to do.
Maggie was a smart chick. She’d know I was right. And by the time she read that note, I was riding shotgun to this trucker, Bill, who wanted to tell me all about how Jesus Christ is his personal savior. 
And as long as he got me to the concert on time, he could tell me all about it. There was no way I was going to walk very far—my quads were killing me from pushing that car out of the road in the middle of the desert last night, and it hadn’t been easy to even climb up into the cab of Bill’s old truck. 
I just needed a ride.
I just needed to make it there on time.
And to stop needing her so much when I had nothing to give back.



Chapter Thirteen
Maggie
They say “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” but hell really hath no fury like a woman patronized. Andy got me to Bert’s garage. I used the $200 Tyler left me to pay the $197.10 bill. He left me enough extra for a cup of coffee and a bottle of water. 
Perfect.
Twenty minutes out of town and bars appeared on my phone. As soon as it got reception, it began buzzing with the accumulation of notifications. Darla messaged me thirty-seven times. I called her.
“Oh, my fucking lord Jesus the dinosaur, you’re ALIVE!” she screamed. “Tyler needs to be here in seven hours. Where the fuck are you?”
“About six and a half hours away.”
“That’s too far! Tyler needs to get his ass here faster.” 
“Yeah, about that. Um...he’s not with me.”
“Where is he?”
“I don’t know.”
“YOU DON’T KNOW? YOU LOST HIM? You don’t lose people, Maggie. He’s not your car keys or a cell phone you can’t find. He’s an entire human being and you lost him?”
I burst into tears.
“Aw, fuck.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. There’s obviously a long story here, and I love you for everything you’ve done to get him here, but I’m breathing into a paper bag right now and ready to crush Xanax and shove the powder under my eyelids because this tour operator dude keeps telling me how they’ll lose six figures or more and Random Acts of Crazy won’t have a contract and—”
I began wailing.
“Fuck. Maggie, is Tyler...okay? He’s not in the hospital or dead, is he?”
“Nooooooooooo.”
“So he’s on his way here?”
“Yesssssssss.” An armadillo came into sight way ahead of me. I swerved gently into the other lane. No way I was letting another one of those fuckers stop me.
“What happened?” she asked with a sigh. “Go on and tell me all about it.”
And so I did, maintaining an eighty-two mile per hour speed on the highway, hoping those fucking armadillos stayed in line.
When I was done, I felt like a salt lick had taken up residence on my face, but I felt so much better for talking about it.
“What a dumbass,” Darla said. “That man...”
“Yeah.”
“He’s coming back to you, though.”
How do you know? I wondered, but didn’t say.
“He doesn’t have a choice,” I said instead.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m on my way to L.A. right now.”
“Attagirl.”
“I’m hunting that fucker down and making him talk to me.”
“After the concert, though—right?”
“Darla!”
“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I kinda have a one-track mind right now.”
“I noticed.”
“If you find him, just get him here in one piece. I got enough to worry about right now. Trevor, Liam and Sam’s flight is delayed.”
“What?”
“Yeah,” she said, her breath coming out in a ragged wave, like the sound a piece of paper makes when it’s torn in half. “So, no stress or anything, but I need someone who can play music to get their ass here in time for the opening act at eight. Because if no one shows up, I’m going out there with a pot and a wooden spoon, which is pushing my music skills.” 
“Maybe you could find a chicken, a snake, and a blow up doll—”
She laughed. “Been there. Done that. Have the video to prove my boyfriend is in love with a chicken who is running for president.”
“How’s Mavis doing?”
“So far she’s beating Ted Cruz in the polls.”
“Is that good?”
“Depends on whose asking.”
Our connection began to waver. “Darla, you’re breaking up.”
“Okay. Just—here—now...”
And out. Bars disappeared.
I punched the accelerator to eighty-five.
And turned off my brain.
Too bad my heart didn’t have an Off button, too.
Tyler
Whatever words I didn’t have, Trucker Bill did. By the time he dropped me off at the corner of routes 40 and 15 in Barstow, I knew Jesus’ middle name (the Lord), his favorite food (manna) and the little-known fact that Vikings were directly descended from Jesus. Trucker Bill Jorgenson was a fountain of information about Jesus. 
“Sorry I can’t get you closer, but good luck!” he called out, leaving me at 5 p.m., telling me I was about two hours from the concert venue.
A guy with just a guitar and a ton of tats isn’t a rarity in Los Angeles, but out here in good old Barstow, I might as well have been wearing a sign that said “Serial Killer” on it. Twenty minutes passed by and no one even glanced twice at me. I made it a mile down the road and just kept walking. What choice did I have? I was close. So fucking close. The concert started at 8 p.m. and forget sound checks and needing a bass. If my ass was there at 7:59 p.m., that still counted. 
Images of last night, of Maggie in my arms, her body curled against mine in pleasure and release, tormented me. Maybe I should have stayed. Maybe I should have asked her to drive me this last leg. Maybe I—
Oh, shit.
A car in the distance started honking and speeding up. I looked back and holy fuck.
Maggie?
I darted behind a giant sign with overgrown, dried out grass under it. Instinct kicked in and I hid.
The car came to a screeching halt, sliding on gravel and fishtailing from the force of decelerating so fast. It swerved and I thought it was about to slide off the road and into the sign. It stopped a few feet from me and the driver’s side door opened.
“TYLER! DON’T YOU HIDE FROM ME, YOU ASSHOLE!”
Huh. Wonder who that could be.
She tackled me, her body flying through the pale beige brush, her elbow slamming into my ribs and the weight of her ass banging into my knee. I was on the ground with her on top of me, punching me.
Punching me.
“What the fuck are you doing?” I muttered, trying to catch my breath and not laugh. Her fists were about as powerful as being whipped by the long strands of dry grass we were rolling around in.
“You think you can leave me like that?” Her streaks of hair caught in her mouth and she spat it out, eyes wild and furious. “You think you can just wake up and decide, three-quarters of the way into this journey, that you can send me home? That I’ll be a good little girl who will listen and wait patiently for you? What the fuck, Tyler? It’s not like I’ll just go home and do needlepoint until you come back for me!”
She sucker punched me in the kidney. Okay. That one hurt.
“Why are you hitting me?”
“Because I had six hours to think about how pissed I am at you!”
“It’s not my fault you chose to waste six hours thinking about me.” 
Punch.
“Jesus, Maggie, ow!” I rolled her off me and stood, guarded. Those little fists had some power to them, but I knew from experience it was her feet I really had to watch.
“Tyler Gilvrey, how the fuck dare you sleep with me and then dump me like that!”
“I didn’t dump you! I said in the note I’d be back, and—”
“Your note was pathetic!”
That hurt, too, because I spent a long time making sure I said all the right things in that long note.
“You can’t—” sob “—just leave me in the middle—” sob “—of this road trip and not let me get you to the finish line!” 
I hadn’t thought of it that way.
“Good point,” I muttered.
“GOOD POINT? That’s all you have to say?”
I shrugged.
“You didn’t run away to spare me,” she said through angry, gritted teeth. 
I just gave her a hard look. I didn’t need to say anything because I knew she would continue.
“You left because you needed to spare yourself.”
“Spare myself what?”
“The pain of finally being vulnerable. You finally told someone what happened to you. You talked about it. You— ” She hit my chest, right over my heart, and let out a giant, wailing sob. “You ran away because you don’t know how to talk about it. And you knew that once you crack that closed door open just a wedge, it means you have to open it even more.”
A hawk flew overhead, its cry piercing the silence between us. Cars whooshed by going seventy miles an hour on the freeway just yards away. I stared at those brown, furious eyes, her chest pumping with confrontation, her face sweaty and hair wild.
She threw a handful of dried grass at me. “So don’t you dare make your running away about me. About sparing me. You opened up and then you shut down. And then you took off.”
Holy shit. She was right. I couldn’t admit she was right, but she was.
“I didn’t take off. I said in the note— ”
“That note is nothing but some kind of backpedaling after you slept with me. You could handle me being vulnerable, but God forbid you let someone else inside your inner world!”
“That’s a bunch of bullshit,” I muttered, but without conviction.
“No, it isn’t!”
“Yes, it is.”
“ARGH! You are the most infuriating man I know!”
“Sorry. What time is it?” 
“What time is it?”
“Yeah. I’m running late, and—”
Bzzzz.
Her phone rang. It was on the ground between us, on a patch of messy gravel, bits of sand stuck to the glass screen, which was now cracked along the bottom righthand corner.
“FUCK! My phone is broken!” Maggie dived for it and answered.
“Let me guess. Darla?” I asked. 
Maggie gave me a look that could cut ice. She put it on speakerphone.
“You find him?”
“I’m here,” I said.
“FROWN! GET YOUR ASS TO THE CONCERT!”
“I’m trying, but Maggie’s tackling me by the side of the road and holding me back.”
“Seriously, Maggie—you two need to get here now!” 
“That is not what’s happening!” Maggie protested.
“Yes, it is,” I corrected her.
“I actually went out and got myself a chicken, Maggie,” Darla exclaimed. “I have a fucking chicken in a little cat carrier sitting in the prep room, and if you don’t get Tyler here I’m gonna have to go on stage and do Stupid Chicken Tricks with Mavis.”
“You have a routine for that?” I asked, half impressed.
“Shut up, Frown. I don’t, but I will develop one if you don’t get your ass here now, and the first trick I’ll perform is shoving Mavis up your ass,” Darla snapped. 
“Ouch.”
“I said that would be the first trick, Frown. Not the last. Be prepared for a world of hurt if you don’t get here on time.” 
Click.
Maggie
“Get in the fucking car,” I ground out, my jaw locked, nostrils flaring so wide they felt like twin garden hoses.
“Only if you promise not to hit me.” 
“Is that really going to stop you?”
He shut up and followed, climbing into the front seat.
I looked at the clock. 5:27 p.m.
I looked at my GPS app on the cracked screen of my phone.
1:57 to destination.
“Do you have any idea how close this is going to be?” I said as I sped off, not waiting for him to put on his seat belt.
“Yeah.”
“Is it worth it?”
We both knew I wasn’t asking about the concert.
“Hell, yes,” he replied without hesitation.
“Then hang on.” I pushed the car to eighty-five until traffic thickened. An hour later, we had nothing but sixty minutes of thick silence between us and a forty-mile-per-hour pace as we reached Rancho Cucamonga.
“Are we talking about last night?” I finally asked. An hour of silence had made me a sweaty, twisted mess. 
“Why do we need to talk about it?”
I didn’t have an answer to that. Shit. Why was he so closed off? The guy was a piece of emotional granite.
But you can make a fine sculpture out of a piece of granite if you have the right tools and skills.
“Because you’re the first person I’ve willingly made love with since I was gang raped?” I could hear the hysteria climbing out of my throat like a morning glory growing on a vine, searching for sunlight. If the sun came in too fast, it might choke me. 
“That’s all you need to say.”
“I have a lot of other words on the topic, Tyler.” 
“I’ll bet none of them are as important as how you feel right now. Not what you think. How you feel, Maggie.”
“Don’t get philosophical on me. You’re the one who left me.” 
“I didn’t leave you!” he shouted, exploding in the passenger’s seat. 
“When I wake up after making love and you’re gone, that’s leaving, Tyler! You left!” I exploded right back.
“I was trying to spare you!”
“Spare me what?”
“More of my fucked up life, Maggie. Jesus. I dragged you into this mess and all you did was give, give, give. A guy can’t take it after a while, okay? You just keep giving and I keep taking and even I have a point where I feel like a piece of shit for not having anything I can give back.”
I stared at him in stunned silence.
Before I could say anything, he continued:
“I can’t even drive the fucking car. I can’t take care of my little brother so he doesn’t become a junkie. I can’t get a regular gig as a musician. I can’t make anything in my fucked up life work right. I’m in a car with you racing to the finish line of some marathon that turned into a sprint, and I have lost the reason. Why are we doing this? When I woke up this morning and saw you next to me, in my arms, you were so fucking beautiful. So pure.”
“Pure?” I snorted, overcome with a numb emotion that made my body feel like cotton and electricity. “I’m anything but pure.”
“No, you’re everything pure, Maggie. Everything. You’re goodness in the flesh and I don’t deserve you. You don’t deserve to be dragged out here on this mission from hell that only happened because I come from a life where everything that’s wrong with the universe comes crashing down, right on my head. Trouble follows me.”
“I followed you.”
“Yes, you did. And you shouldn’t have.”
“You’d have done the same thing in my shoes, Tyler. The exact same fucking thing, and you know it.”
Traffic opened up and I pushed it to fifty-five miles per hour. Forty-eight minutes to arrival. 
He ran a hand through his hair and looked at me with eyes so crystal clear, so open and aware that my heart stopped in my chest.
“Yeah. I would have. I would follow you anywhere, Maggie, which is why I needed you to go home.”
“That makes no sense!”
“Love doesn’t have to make sense.”
I gasped, then held my breath. Love. He’d said it.
Love.
“Rerouting. Click Accept to change routes and save eight minutes,” the GPS announced. Tyler grabbed my phone and tapped the screen.
“Thirty-nine minutes,” he said. “That puts us there at 7:21 p.m.”
“Talk about tight,” I said, trying to make my heart beat enough to stop the dizzy feeling inside me. I ran hot and cold, my ears ringing. Who was I? Who had I become? And what was this between us?
I sped up, changing lanes, and spent the next five quiet minutes going out of my mind.
Tyler stared ahead, as if he hadn’t just plunked an emotional hurricane inside my gut. 
“You said love,” I whispered. 
His jaw locked. He said nothing, just stared at the GPS.
Three minutes went by. Nothing.
“You can’t leave that hanging,” I hissed.
Apparently, he thought he could, because he...said nothing. For ten agonizing minutes. 
“Tyler!”
“What?”
“Say something!”
“What do you want me to say?”
“I want you to say whatever you want to say!”
“I don’t want to say anything.”
“What? No. You can’t just drop a bomb like that and then go quiet.”
“Yes, I can.”
“No, you—Jesus fucking Christ, Tyler, I don’t know whether to hit you or kiss you.”
“I’m pretty sure if anyone can find a way to do both at the same time, Maggie, it’s you.”
A sign for the concert hall caught my eye.
And it was a good thing, because if he didn’t get out of this car soon, I really was going to kill him.
While kissing him.



Chapter Fourteen
Tyler
I grabbed Maggie’s phone and called Darla. “We’re close,” I said.
“How close?”
“Fifteen minutes.”
“Then get in here!” She gave me directions for how to get past the crowds and told me where Maggie could park. A chicken squawked in the background. I didn’t ask.
I had enough words in my head and in the car with Maggie nattering on about everything but the one word I’d said:
Love.
I didn’t mean to say it. I really didn’t. But sometimes the words come when you least expect it and it was true. Whatever this was, it had love in it. What that meant was still a mystery. I wanted to say whatever Maggie needed me to say. I really did. But I wasn’t going to say the wrong words just because she needed to hear some words. 
I wasn’t going to lie.
That didn’t mean I knew what the truth was, though. 
“Seven nineteen. Fuck!” Maggie shouted. “And one point three miles to go.” 
I reached for the door handle. “I can run for it.”
“Carrying a guitar? No way. We’re two exits away.” She pulled into the right lane with an aching slowness, then got into the breakdown lane and floored it.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting you there!”
“A cop’ll get you.”
“If a cop gets me, I’ll have you close enough you can make a run for it to the concert.”
“Make a run for it? That’s the fastest way to get shot in the back.”
“No. Arguing with me is.”
“That’s the fastest way to get kicked in the balls.”
“Are you going to argue or let me get you there?”
I shut up.
“Point nine miles,” the GPS announced as the car moved forward at seven miles per hour. I made my decision. The clock read 7:21 p.m. I opened the door. 
“What are you doing?”
“I can run there in under ten minutes at this point. Meet me backstage.” I leaned over and gave her a fast kiss. “I mean it. If you followed me this far, follow me all the way.”
I took off at a dead run, and this time I was certain that she would be right behind me.
My sore legs stopped hurting. They felt like ribbons of light, flowing between cars and on the sidewalk, dodging the pedestrians and wending my way through the thickening crowds. Only stop lights made me halt, and after what felt like an eternity I was there.
Darla’s anxious face popped up behind the security guard working one of the back doors.
“TYLER!” she screamed. “You little shit, you made it. You actually made it!” The guy flinched but moved, and in seconds I was inside.
Inside.
I did it.
We did it.
I was there, with thirty-one minutes to spare before showtime. A loud sound, like rushing water, filled my head. 
“What’s that sound?” I asked.
One corner of Darla’s mouth went up in a smile. “That’s the crowd. Where’s your bass?”
I held up Lena’s guitar. “You’re looking at it.”
“Fuck. I forgot,” she muttered, turning away and grabbing a techie. They spent a couple of minutes huddled together, murmuring. A few more fast words between them and then she turned back to me. “They’ll get one for you.”
“Where are Trevor, Liam and Sam?” I asked. My body flushed cold and suddenly I needed a beer and a bathroom. Not in that order.
“Where’s Maggie?”
“Parking,” I barked. “Where the fuck are the guys?”
Darla’s eyebrows went up, her eyes looked down, and she scrunched her face in a weird expression. “About that...”
“What about that?”
“They’re not here.”
“WHAT?”
She grabbed my upper arm and pulled me gently against the wall, bending her head toward mine. “They’re on their way. ETA is fifty minutes or so.”
I looked at a wall clock. Seven thirty-five.
“Darla, that’s—”
“Got a couple songs you can play on your own to stall?”
I stared at her. “I know you didn’t just say that,” I finally growled.
“Yes, I did.”
“Because you would have to be one crazy fucker to expect a bass player to carry a song on stage in front of nearly twenty thousand people.” Twenty thousand. I was going to throw up.
“Tyler, if you know anything about me, you must know I am a crazy fucker and I have no problem with being called crazy. Cuckoo. Nutso. Insane in the membrane.”
“Oh, God. You’re serious.”
“I don’t joke about performances. Or my sanity.”
“You are nuts!” I screamed. Blood pounded through me like someone on a roof hammering shingles. “I can’t carry an audience like this with an electric bass! I might as well get on stage and just beat off!” 
“You think the crowd would go for that? ‘Cause if you can stretch it out for fifteen minutes we might get through to—”
“I AM NOT GOING TO JACK OFF ON STAGE JUST TO BUY YOU TIME!”
“I’d pay to see that,” said a very familiar voice from behind me. 
Maggie.
Darla’s phone buzzed. She read the text. “Forty-nine minutes until they get here as long as traffic isn’t too bad.” She pressed her finger against one ear, listened to something in her earbud, then looked at me.
“Fifteen minutes to showtime. Get out there and grab the bass they have.”
Maggie looked at me. “You ready?”
“The rest of the band isn’t fucking here!”
Her face fell and she turned to Darla. “What?”
Darla threw her hands in the air. “Nothing I can do! I flew out a day ahead of time and the guys were on the plane yesterday. Some mechanical problem, then they got bumped, and I am not going to vomit up the story right now when there are twenty thousand people out there starting to chant for whatever they’re chanting for. We’re nobody. Random Acts of Crazy is barely known out here, but they want More Than Nothing like you wouldn’t fucking believe. We’re just filler for the crowd.” 
“We’re not even that!” I shouted. “Because there’s no ‘we’. There’s just me.”
“Then get your ass out there and think about something you can do to stall. I can buy you until 8:10 p.m., and even that will piss off the folks here. More than that and it’s a no go.”
“I can’t play the bass line to the band’s songs!” I called out as Darla walked down the hall, her fingers pressed to her ear. “I’ll get booed off stage! They’ll crucify me! I never signed up for this shit!” My body began to shake and I suddenly needed to pee.
Bad.
Pissing my own pants wasn’t going to improve my day, so I shoved my way down the hall until I found a men’s room and slid in, taking care of business. My hands were shaking so badly I turned my cock into a lawn sprinkler. It was all I could do to keep my jeans from getting sprayed with little drops.  
A quick wash of hands and a careful drying so my fingers could play properly and I was back in the manic rush that always comes before a concert. Ten times worse here, though. So many people.
So many fucking people.
“We did it!” Maggie shouted from behind me. I turned to find her grinning and bouncing on the balls of her feet. She jiggled nicely. Any other time I’d have admired the view, but my stomach was knotted like an Eagle Scout project and I could feel sweat soaking my t-shirt.
And my gut felt like the gummy bears had invaded it again.
“Tyler?” she said, grabbing my elbows. “You’re white as a sheet.”
“Eight minutes!” someone called out as Maggie led me to the stage, her face wrinkled with concern.
“Where’s Liam? How long?” I called out to a bushy head of blonde hair ahead of me.
Darla turned around and grimaced.
“Fuck.”
“Thirty-eight minutes, they say.”
Not gonna puke. Not gonna puke. Not gonna puke.
“You look like you’re about to toss your cookies,” Darla said under her breath.
Someone’s hands were all over me, attaching microphones. A bass was shoved in my hands. My fingers immediately took to the strings. It felt like a giant, cool hand on a fevered brow. This I knew. The chords, the notes, the songs were all embedded in my hands’ muscles.
This I could do.
I peeked around the curtains and walls to see the crowd.
Oh, fuck.
That I could not do.
“How long before we see Trevor, Liam and Sam?” Maggie asked in a high, scared voice.
Darla and I turned to her.
“They’re not going to make it in time,” Darla said grimly.
“WHAT?”
“Hey, feedback. Feedback!” a sound engineer shouted, glaring at her.
“Sorry!” she muttered, panic in her eyes as she covered a mic on her head. 
“They’re in traffic. Thirty-five minutes to go,” I told Maggie. 
“Six minutes!” someone called out.
Maggie’s expression changed to dawning horror as her eyes met mine. 
“You have to go out there alone?” 
I nodded. Words hadn’t just escaped my mind. They’d fled, like fleas on rats on a sinking ship.
“Darla!’ she shouted. “You can’t do this to him!”
Darla was having a furious conversation with some guy in a suit, her face filled with anguish. The guy stormed off and Darla rushed over, her eyes filling with tears.
“Five minutes!”
“You know the words to ‘I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer’ and ‘Random Acts of Crazy’, right, Tyler?” she pleaded. “You can go out there and do an Eric Clapton imitation and make up a nice acoustic version.”
“With a bass?”
“Naw. Let’s get you a guitar.”
“They’ll laugh me off that fucking stage! I don’t have the chops like Trevor and Liam.”
“Yes, you do,” Maggie said, indignant. “You have a great voice.”
Darla grabbed her arm hard. “He does?”
“Yeah. We were stuck at a campground last night—God, was that just last night?” Maggie mused, looking at me, shaking her head.
“Four minutes!”
“And he sang? Get the man an acoustic guitar set up,” she barked at some techie.
Maggie was luminous as she recounted our singing, her cheeks rising in sweet wistfulness as she told Darla the story. Her words sounded like they were coming from underwater, and everything suddenly became unreal.
In four minutes I was going on stage alone to sing songs I’d only ever sung in private.
At a campground.
Wait.
“Darla!” I bellowed. “Can you get a baby grand on stage?”
“What? A what? Why would we—”
I looked at Maggie and smiled right back. Electricity flowed between us.
“Because we have a piano player. And I’m not doing this solo. It’ll be a duet.”
Maggie
A shock, like being smacked in the face with a saltwater slushie wave of oh, hell no the size of a ten-foot wall washed over me. A duet? Was he crazy? 
“Are you crazy?” I shouted. “I don’t play professionally!”
“You’re as good as anyone else on a stage.”
“In middle school! Not here, at a concert hall that seats twenty thousand people, you idiot!”
Tyler turned to Darla and gave her a sharp nod. “Can you?”
“Yep.” Darla muttered something into an earpiece and gave me a once over. “Guess that outfit’ll have to do. You two have that folksy neo-grunge look thing down.”
“I have rainbow colored hair and he has rainbow arms!”
“Great. Neo-grunge brony hipster. Perfect. Someone get you some thick-framed glasses and vegan shoes and you’re perfect.”
“Vegan what?” I groaned.
“It doesn’t matter,” Tyler said in a soothing voice, his hand taking mine. I was sweaty, my palm slipping out of his dry skin like a baby seal caught in an oil slick. “You look beautiful.”
“Awwww,” Darla intoned.
“Shut up,” I mumbled.
She did not like that, but she closed her trap. 
“I am not going out there,” I insisted. I couldn’t even look Tyler in the eye.
“It’s you and a baby grand or me with a mop bucket and a wooden spoon singing ‘Uptown Funk’,” Darla said. 
“Sold!” I replied, turning away. 
“Maggie,” Tyler said softly, his hand unyielding, holding me in place.
“Piano! Setting up stage! It’s 8:01, people!” someone shouted.
“Tyler, I can’t. I really can’t.”
He swallowed, looked down, then pinned me in place with excited, blazing eyes. “This is the last thing I am going to ask you to give to me.”
Oh.
He started to breathe hard, like he was running. “There are twenty thousand people out there, and Liam, Sam and Trevor are on their way. We need to kill about twenty minutes. I know how beautifully you play and sing. You know I suck at singing but I can manage a guitar. Together we make a sound that is better than either of us apart. And right now, you’re my only hope.”
Oh, God.
He squeezed my hand. “I know this is insane. Trust me. But there’s the kind of insanity that comes from pain, and there’s the kind of insanity that comes from the absurd. Embrace this. Go with it. Take a leap and see where you land. I promise I won’t let you fall. I promise you that, Maggie. I won’t fail you.”
“MAVIS! MAVIS!” the crowd started to chant, my ears ringing with a thousand gongs that I knew weren’t there.
“That fucking chicken,” Tyler muttered.
As if on cue, Darla walked by with a cat carrier containing a chicken wearing a sweater that said “Mavis for President.” And the chicken was on a...leash?
“See? Absurd,” Tyler said, pointing to Mavis.
“You think this is absurd?” Darla cracked as she walked past. “Try being in love with her campaign manager.”
I didn’t laugh.
Tyler gently guided me to the stage, where a huge grand piano was being set up under bright lights. The sound of the crowd was like a pressure wave, as if thousands of people were inches away and about to angrily rush the stage. I could feel their noise coming through the curtain, like palpable fingers all trying to scratch my skin and take a piece of me until I disappeared.
“You want an awful lot, Tyler,” I said, tears filling my eyes. “Do you have any idea how hard it’s been these past few years to become as nondescript as possible? To fade into the background and go invisible?” 
His face twisted with confusion. “What? The words Maggie and nondescript don’t go together.” He reached up and ran a lock of my hair between his fingers.
I cried, then sniffled. “I don’t mean like that. I mean on social media. In the news. Aside from the fact that twenty thousand people are out there chanting for anyone but me to be on that stage, if you go out there and announce my name, people will notice. Maybe only a handful, but a handful is all it takes nowadays. And tomorrow my rape case will be splashed all over the internet and...” I let the sob that rested in my throat come out.
He got it. His face fell, but he got it.
“Forget it,” Tyler said, squeezing my hands and searching the area for Darla. “I’ll figure something out.”
I should have felt relief.
I should have let it go.
I should have—
“No,” I choked out, wiping my face as ten thousand thoughts whipped through my mind, all of them focused on him. An image of poor Tyler out there, alone, on stage with just a guitar made me feel for him. A piano and a guitar could fumble through something. He needed me.
He needed me.
“I heard your no, Maggie. And I’m respecting it,” he said, letting go of me to find Darla. I chased after him, the stage literally shaking with the force of the crowd’s chant. 
Mavis, Mavis...
“Wait!’ I said, catching up to him at the very edge of the stage. I saw the grand piano, the way the lights shone on its bench and the lonely chair next to it, how the stage was set up for a quiet, intimate song. The rock band set up was off to the right, but the lights were being focused on where Tyler and I would play. 
My mind lost all its words then. Something else took over.
“No, Tyler. My no isn’t to you. It’s to the part of me that’s afraid of what performing will open up out there. Out in the world. I can’t let that be the reason to disappoint you.”
“You’ve never disappointed me!”
“And I’m not starting now.”
“You don’t have to do this,” he said as his mic was adjusted and he began to bounce in place on the balls of his feet, nerves getting the better of him.
“Yes, I do.” I motioned to Darla, who got a mic person to outfit me, too. Someone shoved something in my ear. My body morphed into something connected only to Tyler. Anchored to him.
Integrated with him.
“No.”
“Which song is first?”
“No, Maggie. No.”
“Just introduce me as Maggie. Not Margaret Stevenson.”
“No.”
Darla watched us as a guy in a suit stood behind her, red-faced and furious. I heard something about ticket refunds and debts and all kinds of shit while her eyes flickered between her phone and us.
“Fifteen minutes,” she gasped. “Two songs.”
“I can do that,” I assured her. 
“No, you won’t!” Tyler shouted.
“Yes. We did two songs. We can do it again.”
“I refuse. You stay here.”
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Darla asked Tyler. “Let Maggie do this!”
“I can’t keep taking and taking from her when I have nothing to give back!” he screamed, his face exploding.
“We’re on in ten seconds!” someone shouted.
“You already gave me what I needed,” I said softly. 
“I failed you,” he choked out.
“You saved me.”
“I—what?”
“You know, this is a really bad time to do the kissy-face drama thing,” Darla declared as the curtain rustled and an announcer’s voice quelled the crowd. I couldn’t hear what he said, but the atmosphere changed.
Tyler’s eyes were all I saw, though, filled with pain and determination.
I’d imagine his were a mirror for mine.
A cold clarity wrapped my body like a blanket, a wave of serenity. I took three steps and closed the gap between me and Tyler, looking at his sweaty face, his skin pink with anger and nervousness, confusion and fear, determination and a maybe hint of terror.
And then I pulled him to the edge of everything and kissed him on the cheek, my fingers intertwining with his.
“We’re going on together. Just have them call me Maggie,” I told Darla. 
“Already done. And you guys are singing—what?”
“Whatever we remember to sing,” I said.
“No,” Tyler declared.
“Wrong word,” I countered.
“Wrong—”
And the curtain parted.
Showtime.
Tyler
I rarely get nervous for concerts. The whole fucking point of playing bass is to go on stage and get paid to jam and have a good time with my fingers, my instrument and my mind.
But as Maggie held my hand and smiled at me from a thousand miles away, I walked on stage with legs that turned into cold rubber bands.
The announcer introduced us, and we walked on stage to polite catcalls and applause. Darla came on stage, too, carrying a leash with Mavis attached to it. That got some laughs, and as Maggie and I took our places, me to the left side of the piano so I could look at her, the set-up perfect for us, I knew Darla was saying words. I have no idea to this day what those words were.
I don’t remember a single thing that happened to me over the next fifteen minutes. I don’t remember what I did. Not one note, not one word, not one measure, not one rest. 
All I remember is her.
Maggie’s fingers opened “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer” with chords that sounded so ethereal I almost forgot to come in, the sound enchanting and captivating. Just like her. When I play, music brain kicks in. It’s like there’s this frequency I can only access when I’m playing my bass, or in this case a guitar. Time disappears and everything physical turns into a finer version of itself. 
Like when I’m with Maggie. I become a better Tyler. I become a better me.
The crowd jeered at first, clearly upset they weren’t getting Random Acts of Crazy, and while my blood pounded against my bones like a fucking hammer on a rail road track, it became a beat. An undercurrent in the music that Maggie spun from those gorgeous hands. From that mind and soul that worked with her body—and me—to go places we could never go alone.
But we did. Together. In front of twenty thousand people.
I joined and it was just like the pleasure between us last night. My fingers weren’t playing some random guitar I’d been handed; they were stroking her cheekbones. My mouth wasn’t open and singing the lyrics; it was kissing a trail of healing and connection from her belly to her neck. The beat became that pulse at the base of her throat, where my mouth could make her gasp.
Her voice became the sound of a language where all the words came so easily. Where I understood everything and could say it right back. Perfectly. Every single word.
We sang the song with a brutal honesty that made my heart go raw with the ache of saying so many of the right words in such a short stretch of time. Like stretching a sore, cramped muscle. I finally got the divine ache that comes from the agony of waiting, the rush of rightness, the push to take the one true space in the world where you’re rightfully allowed to just be.
And as the chorus rang out, the crowd began to clap in time. They began to cheer. They liked us. 
They loved us.
Our voices rose together in alto and baritone, in sweetness and grit, in the sublime and the heartfelt. My nerves pushed forward and her eyes stayed closed until in one moment they flickered open and she sang to me. Twenty thousand people in front of us were an afterthought. 
She sang to the me that she uncovered, that I exposed to her by giving until I broke.
Her eyes became a portal between us, our words like ecstasy and eternity, and then the song wound down, tempered only by the fact that the words had a finite end. 
Thunder rained down.
The crowd roared.
Millions of flashes filled my eyes and the reverberation of twenty thousand bodies pounding turned me into a conduit for energy. Tyler stopped existing. I was nothing but whatever I saw in Maggie’s face.
She just stared at me like I was the only one there.
The thunder went on. And on. And on.
The second song felt like we were bragging. The slow, sultry tones of Trevor’s love song to Darla was filled with beginnings and imaginings. Teases and questions. Declarations and fait accompli. 
Random Acts of Crazy wasn’t just the name of the song, and it wasn’t just the name of the band. It encompassed everything about falling for someone when you least expect it, whether you’re high and naked and hitchhiking six hundred miles from home, or you wake up after your junkie brother robs you clean and you have to show up at the house of the woman you turned down for sex and beg her to—
Ah. Hell. You know the story.
Maggie played her soul out. Sang like she was a lounge singer in a dive bar, like she was a Broadway understudy singing for fun on her night off. There was an abandon, a carefree tone with a mournful, knowing blend of something in her voice that slammed into my chest, making it hard to get my own words out. 
 

When a naked soul finds you

You don’t have a choice

 

No kidding.
She had the face of an angel and the voice of a poet. The heart of a lion and the body of a goddess. She was, in those mesmerizing notes, the center of everything holy and right. I finished my part and Maggie took it, using a hollow echo to add a lingering sense of the sublime to the final measures, the piano’s sound like smoke and light, like dawn and eclipse, like the end of the world and the forged iron of a new beginning. 
The air hummed and then the place exploded. It was like sound itself turned inside out. The audience became a single force, a kind of energy that merged into something distinct. The world changed. It just....tipped.
I didn’t know who took the first step. I didn’t care. All I knew was that I found myself in her arms, she in mine, and we were kissing, the connection of our bodies transporting us. The crowd howled and screamed, video’d and chanted, and it didn’t matter. Noting mattered. 
Only her.
A loud voice cut through everything.
“You like that?” 
Maggie and I pulled away from each other, breathless.
“Because we can get Trevor to kiss a chicken on stage if what you all want is more kissing!”
Liam strutted on stage carrying a guitar, hair wet with sweat, eyes wild and eating up the crowd.
They ate him right back as Trevor and Sam stormed the stage, arms waving, breathless.
Holy fuck.
Liam came over to us and gave us a big hug, my face smashed into Maggie’s shoulder, the stage shaking with the volume of sound and movement as the techs quickly put the set into place. Liam took the mic and did his banter with the crowd.
“You did it,” Trevor shouted over the rushing madness of the crowd. “Thank fuck you did it. We’re here now. Maggie, you can go. Darla and Charlotte are there.” He pointed backstage.
I started walking off stage with Maggie, who looked like she was three seconds from fainting. Trev grabbed my arm.
“Not so fast, Frown,” he said, grinning. “We’ve got a set to finish.” He handed me a bass and a techie took the acoustic guitar off me.
Oh.
Maggie turned back, each hand held by Darla and Charlotte, and gave me a hard, searching look.
I didn’t have to say a word.



Chapter Fifteen
Maggie
“That was amazing!” Charlotte squealed, hauling me off the stage and hugging me so hard she lifted me off my feet. Darla gave me a thumbs up and muttered into her mouthpiece, talking with a techie and glaring at some guy in a suit. 
My ears felt like Niagara Falls ran through them. I was drenched with sweat, my skin chilling as I got into the shadows and away from the stage lights. Tyler, Trevor, Liam and Sam all hit the opening notes of a song I couldn’t remember, and then the next thing I knew I was sitting on a couch with something cold on the back of my neck, Charlotte next to me and saying soothing words that didn’t make sense.
I couldn’t stop shaking.
Every cell in my body was in micromotion, and I became dimly aware that my vision was full of black and white spots.
“Maggie? Do you need a doctor?” Charlotte asked, her hand patting my shoulder like I was a little dog.
“Huh?”
“She’s just freaked out,” Darla said from somewhere. “Give her space. She needs to breathe. That was a big shock, going out there. Not many people can do it.”
“But she did,” Charlotte said, squeezing my shoulder.
“You fucking saved the band. You and Tyler. And now everyone wants to know who the opening duet was,” Darla declared. 
“Huh?” I was becoming a broken record.
“Drink,” Charlotte said, handing me the cold thing from the back of my neck. It was a bottle of water.
“I think she needs something stiffer,” Darla said.
“That’s what she said,” Charlotte added with a groan. I couldn’t even smile.
I couldn’t stop thinking about Tyler. What the hell had just happened out there, on stage? I became someone else, my hands guiding me through motions and song, through touch and sound, as if we’d made love on stage in front of twenty thousand people. Whatever happened in that short set felt even more intimate than making love. That was impossible, right? 
You can’t get more intimate than that.
Or...can you?
My phone buzzed in my back pocket and I felt something pop in my ears. Charlotte became smaller and smaller, until I found myself lying down on the floor, phone in hand. 
“Maggie!” It was Lena on the phone. “Do your friends need to call 911?”
“No,” I muttered. I pulled the phone away from my ear. Who had turned on the speakerphone?  
“Charlotte just said you performed on stage with Mr. Hottie?”
“You mean Tyler?”
“Yeah. Mr. Hottie.”
Charlotte’s eyebrow went up. I didn’t see it. I could feel it. “Your gay sister called him Mr. Hottie?” she asked.
“You should see him naked,” Lena added.
Two eyebrows went up. “You’ve seen him naked?” Charlotte sputtered. 
“I slept with him,” I said.
The world turned into a series of spiral squeals as Lena and Charlotte exploded, both full of happy sounds.
“Oh, my God! I knew those condoms would come in handy!”
“Your gay sister gave you condoms so you could sleep with Tyler?” Charlotte gasped.
“I have a name. I am not ‘your gay sister,’ and technically, I’m not gay. I’m pansexual.” Lena’s tone made Charlotte’s eyes go wide.
“I’m so sorry. Maggie calls you ‘my gay sister’ and I—”
“You WHAT?” Lena shouted.
“Can we get back to talking about the fact that I slept with Tyler? That seems to be the least volatile topic here,” I mumbled. 
“YAY!” Lena screamed through the phone. 
“My sister is cheering me on for having sex.”
“YAY!” echoed Charlotte.
“Why don’t we just announce it to the crowd?” I groaned.
“Maggie, this is huge!” Lena and Charlotte said in unison. Then they laughed. I sat up, chugged the water and felt some of my weirdness ease up.
“No. Sleeping with Tyler wasn’t huge. Getting on that stage and playing and singing at the concert was huge,” I said, correcting them.
Charlotte’s eyes softened and she gave me a hug. “What you just did for the band is huge. But breaking through everything and being sexually intimate with someone...that’s bigger.”
And that’s when I started to cry. 
And cry.
And cry.
In my peripheral vision I could see workers coming in and out of the room, some holding bottled water, others long electronic cords, and one carried a giant bowl of what looked like unwrapped Reese’s cups. Minutes passed and all I could do was sob into Charlotte’s shoulder. At some point she ended the call with Lena, assuring her I was in good hands. 
I was crying for the person I was seven years ago. Crying for the person I was a day ago. Crying for the feeling that something deep had shifted between me and Tyler. Crying from confusion and the absurd notion that I was falling in love with someone I didn’t understand. Who wasn’t capable of communicating what he felt.
But who felt—and expressed—it anyway.
I was just plain tired and emotionally done and I needed a friend to cry on. Charlotte’s timing was impeccable.
“Honey, we have a hotel room right around the corner. Where’s your car?” Charlotte asked as I sobbed. 
“I parked it near the loading dock.”
She stood and helped lift me up. “Let’s go. There’s a block of rooms at the hotel and let’s get you settled into one. You look like you need a long bath, a long talk, and a lot of wine.”
I sniffed and tried to laugh. My body buzzed like I’d been shocked by radioactive bees. “You got that out of order.”
Charlotte gave me a gentle smile, her red lips parting to show straight, white teeth. “C’mon.” And with that, we walked out of the backstage area and she opened a door, the air hot and steamy. I handed her the car keys and she climbed in. 
She had no problem driving a stick shift.
“So, spill,” she ordered, backing out of the loading dock and turning right. “You slept with him. And...”
“And I slept with him. He’s amazing. Infuriating and inconsistent and stubborn—”
“And amazing.”
“Yeah.”
Charlotte chuckled. She sounded eerily like Lena. “The Amazing Frown,” she declared. We turned a corner and she maneuvered the car to an underground parking garage beneath an enormous skyscraper hotel. She pulled in to the Valet Parking section. 
“Fancy.”
She shrugged. “It seems to be a thing here. Besides—expense account.”
“Does that mean we get to drink fancy wine? Something that costs more than three bucks a bottle?”
“Three bucks gets you a thimble of wine in L.A.” she said with a laugh.
“I hope the expense account is enormous, because I need a bathtub full of wine.”
“After what you did for the band, Maggie, I think they’d fill a swimming pool with Merlot just for you.”
We got out of the car and I snagged my backpack. Charlotte handed the keys to the valet, got a ticket, and led me to the elevators. She kept looking at me, stealing covert glances.
“I’m the same Maggie. Haven’t changed. Take a picture. It lasts longer,” I mumbled.
“You have changed.”
“Sleeping with Tyler changed my physical appearance?”
She shrugged, the motion insolent and languid. The doors parted and she stepped out on the seventeenth floor. “You may not believe it, but yes.”
“How? And if you say I’m less uptight, I’ll take that as an antifeminist stereotype and tell on you.” 
“Tell who?”
“The Director of Residence Life back at the college. You are a Resident Director. You can’t hold stereotypes.” I struggled to keep myself from laughing but failed.
Charlotte just snorted. “It’s not that you’re less uptight. It’s more that you look relieved.”
“I’m crying and relieved?”
“Yes.”
Damn. She was right. She led me to a room and pulled out a pocketful of key cards. “Darla gave these to me. We haven’t even checked in yet. There’s a room for me and Liam, Darla and Trevor, one for Sam—and one for Frown.” She looked up at me through her impossibly-long black lashes. “This can be Frown’s room.”
“I—uh....”
“Let’s go in,” she said in a voice that permitted no argument. Charlotte walked into the bathroom and turned on the tub. It was an enormous jacuzzi tub that looked like it could hold twelve people. I walked past the bathroom door and marveled at the rest of the room. Airy, Scandinavian colors and sharp lines, with a view of the hills outside of Los Angeles.
“Random Acts of Crazy has hit the big time.”
“Thank Darla for it. I don’t know how she manages the budgets, but she managed this.” Charlotte reached for a bottle of wine in a bucket of ice and read the label. She turned to me. “You okay with white?”
And that’s when it all hit me.
“I had sex,” I whispered. The room began to spin. “I had sex and I liked it. And he didn’t hurt me. He was loving and it was good and I didn’t come but that’s okay because he was so sweet and oh, God, Charlotte, I think I’m falling for a guy named Frown.”
I sank to the floor and hugged my knees, rocking forward and back. She dropped down, too, and put her arms around me. 
“It’s okay. Shhhhh, Maggie.”
I laughed, a hysterical sound that felt like machine gun fire. “That’s what he said last night, Charlotte. Last night when we made love. He was so gentle and sweet. He asked for consent every time he—”
“Are you sure he’s not a unicorn?” Charlotte asked.
I pulled out of the hug and looked at her. Both sets of eyes were wet. “I don’t know what the hell Tyler is.”
“He sounds like a real human being.”
“Yes.”
“Then hang on to him. They’re rare.”
“As rare as unicorns?” 
“Rarer.”
She stood and poured us both a glass of wine, mine twice as full. “Here. Drink half of this and by the time you’re done, go take a long soak. I have to go back to the concert.” She walked to the door, then paused.
“You want me to let Frown know you’re in here, waiting for him?”
The wine had a fruity scent, with a hint of something woodsy. I chugged the entire glass in one long, cool gulp before I set it down and walked closer to her. I reached for the bathroom door and swung it open, then said:
“I do.”
Tyler
The concert felt like nothing more than an afterthought.
All I could think about was Maggie. How it felt on stage, singing to her. How we kissed in front of twenty thousand people. How terrified she was to go on stage, and yet...she went. How she got over that fear and did it for me. Even when I told her not to.
How she didn’t listen.
How she followed me when I told her to go home.
How all of that should have made me say fuck it and run screaming from her.
And how all of that made me fall for her.
I needed her. My fingers itched to touch her skin. A rising impulse I couldn’t shake kept building inside me, like a pressure cooker that could only be released through being with her.
Two encores and More Than Nothing came on stage. Random Acts of Crazy was done and the guys wanted to party.
I only wanted her.
Liam went straight to Charlotte. Trevor kissed Darla. Sam stood next to me, awkward and twitchy, his hands drumming on his thighs. Amy wasn’t here. I didn’t know why not. I didn’t really care.
Where was Maggie?
As if Charlotte heard me asking the question in my head, she walked over, leaving Liam with Sam. “You’re wondering where Maggie is?”
I said nothing. I couldn’t. I stopped breathing.
She rolled her eyes. “She’s in room 1717 at the hotel. Your room.”
I exhaled. “Thank you.”
Liam came over with a cockeyed grin and slung his arm around Charlotte’s waist, goosing her ass. “What’s up?”
She ignored him. “Just, Frown...be careful with Maggie.”
Liam stiffened. “What did you do to her?”
“They slept together,” Charlotte said, so casually it was like I didn’t hear her.
Liam’s eyebrows shot up. “You fucked Maggie?”
An elbow hit him cleanly, right under the ribs, as Charlotte gave him one hell of a jab. “They didn’t fuck! They made love!”
“She told you,” I said to her, blinking hard, trying to process too much all at once.
“Yes,” Charlotte said simply. “Just...please. Don’t hurt her.”
“I didn’t. And I won’t.”
Charlotte held out the card and told me the name of the hotel. I started to leave, then stopped.
“Is there a drugstore around here?” I asked Charlotte. 
“There’s one next to the hotel,” she said.
Before anyone could say another word I was out the door, searching for the exit. I had something to buy.
And then a lot of things to say.
Maggie
The knock on the door woke me up. After a long soak in the giant bathtub, a scrubbing with some lavender-verbena soap that smelled like hope, and another large glass of that yummy wine, I’d dozed off on the giant bed, rolled up in a fluffy terrycloth bathrobe that was bigger than a sleeping bag.
The click-click of the room key being slid into the door made me jolt.
“Hello?”
Tyler. His voice made my stomach clench, then relax. I became acutely aware of the sound of the wind against the window, the soft thud of his footsteps, the moment he came into view, sweaty and carrying a small, white plastic bag. 
I sat up and felt for my half-dry hair. I must have looked like a Muppet who’d been unpacked after a few days of stagecoach travel.
“Hi,” I said, shy and transfixed.
“Here.” He thrust the bag into my hands.
“What’s this?”
“Open it.”
I did, the packets coming into view just moments before my eyes teared up.
“Oh, Tyler.” Hair dye. Four packets of flavored drink mix in red, yellow, purple and orange. 
“I wasn’t sure which colors to buy. Picked the ones I’ve seen you wear the most. Figured they’d be your comfort colors.” He sat on the bed, breathing slightly hard, and reached up to tug on one piece of my fading red hair.
I dipped my head, shy again. “Thank you.”
“I thought stress would make you dye your hair.”
“What stress?”
He laughed at that, his throat working and his stomach bouncing as he laughed until he began to wheeze, the sound contagious and ridiculous, earthy and pleasant. Happy Tyler was so different from Dour Frown.
I liked them both.
Maybe even loved them both.
I stood, crossing the room to find the rest of the bottle of wine. I poured us each a half glass and looked around, startled to see a second bottle. I handed him his glass and he studied it, eyes full of amusement.
“I’m more of a Rolling Rock kind of guy.”
“Drink up, Frown. We could both use a toast after what we’ve been through.”
“Been through? Is that what’s happened? We’ve been through?” His eyes narrowed and he held up his glass, standing up and walking to me. “I think we’ve done more than ‘been through.’”
“You define it, then. You’re the one who’s so good with words.”
His nostrils flared with something just beyond amusement. “A toast. To Maggie. Who gave and gave and gave until...”
I had the glass at my lips, perched with the wine touching my tongue. He paused. I paused. Whatever he said next would alter my entire life’s course. I knew it in this moment, and waited to hear my destiny.
“Until,” Tyler said, clearing his throat, “I was so full of your compassion, that I could finally give some back.”
“No,” I choked out. “Your compassion was all you.”
He took two big swallows of wine, finishing the small glass, and set it down, reaching for me. “Yes. it was my compassion. But you unleashed it.” 
The wine in my glass sloshed as he took me in his arms and kissed me, tasting like grapes and sweat and a tender desperation.
He pulled away and stared at me. The room was spinning. So was my heart. 
“Let me show you what a good person can do. Let’s take back some of the power that was taken away from us. I want to reclaim,” he sighed, “and I want to do it with you.” 
I always knew, somewhere so layered inside me that it didn’t seem quite real, that there was a person like this out there in the world for me. I couldn’t let myself vocalize that. Couldn’t say it aloud in case I jinxed it. Couldn’t peel back the overlays and acknowledge the existence of that hope. It’s one thing to believe something: it’s quite another to say you believe it.
And it’s something altogether different to say that you believe it’s true.
Standing there, looking into eyes that mirrored mine like we were matter and anti-matter, I felt a realignment, as if my DNA had re-calibrated. My heart beat on. My blood rushed through me. My muscles all worked. The words queued up as though they knew when to come out.
And the air went in my lungs, and out. Inhaled by him, and out. We volleyed our breath in even patterns, like watching tennis players in the first game at Wimbledon.
If this was real—and the jury was still out—how real was it?
“You know what I want?”
“Tell me.”
“I want you to make love to me three times.”
“Three? Tonight?”
“Three.”
He started to ask why. Then he gave me a gentle look of understanding, a dawning recognition of the power of what I was saying.
“It would be an honor, Maggie.”
My fingers trembled as I set down my wine glass, then slowly, eyes locked on his, undid the sash of my bathrobe. He’d seen me naked in the full light yesterday.
On stage today.
And now, as the bathrobe dropped, I realized it was time to let him all the way in. To let myself all the way in.
To let go.
“You sure about this?” he asked, his eyes wide and intense, taking me in. He was all primal heat and I was enjoying being looked at like this. 
From the way his pants were tightening, I could tell he was, too.
“Quit asking me that, Frown, and kiss me.” 
“Don’t have to say it twice,” he said, filling his palms with my breasts in under a second, his mouth hot and tangy on mine. A rush of every emotion I’d been feeling since I last touched him came roaring through me, my hands frantic against his skin, ripping his shirt off over his head and reaching for his jeans button. 
“Is this okay?” I asked, his mouth on my neck, nipping as I struggled to get his pants off.
“Jesus, Maggie. You don’t have to ask.”
I laughed. “Consent works both ways.”
“You have my blanket consent forever.”
Forever.
My hands froze.
Could you really feel this so quickly for someone? Could two days on the road together lead to this kind of certainty? Tyler paused, too, but instead of freezing, he tightened his arms around me, burying his chin in my hair. The smattering of chocolate-colored hair across his chest and abs scratched against my bare breasts and belly, interrupting the smooth warmth of his skin. He smelled like salt and excitement, like musk and second-hand smoke. I licked his shoulder. 
“What’s that for?” he said, laughing into my neck.
“I’ve wanted to do that for days.”
“I’ve got other more interesting places you can lick.”
“Promise?”
He groaned, his mouth slanting over mine, my hands resuming their job. In seconds he was naked and we were on the bed, my movements fast and heated, his slower and gentler.
“Are you sure?” he said for the thousandth time, and finally my anger poked through.
“I’m not a porcelain doll. I’m not a sheet of glass. You don’t have to treat this like it’s some kind of therapy.” I tried not to sound annoyed, but I failed. I just wanted...to feel normal. To fall into the arms of a man I wanted and make love. To have this roll out like any other couple. 
But we weren’t like any other couple, were we?
“It’s not. I’m not. I just...” His hands filled with my ass and he made a low, animal sound in the back of his throat. “It’s so fucking hard to hold back, Maggie. You’re the most desirable woman I’ve ever laid hands on, and you’re fucking amazing, and you just—I want to bury myself in you and never leave.”
I closed my eyes and smiled against his mouth as his tongue slipped between my lips and he kissed me until my legs wrapped around his waist, the tip of his erection so close. Too close.
“We need a condom,” I rasped.
“Too early for that,” he murmured as he kissed his way down to my breast.
“No. Not this time. I just want you. Now.”
He frowned. I could feel his eyebrows move on my nipple and I laughed. “Now? Already?”
“Three times,” I hissed as I twisted away and found my backpack. Condom secured, I turned back to find him on his knees, cock at attention, a skeptical look on his face.
“Margaret Stevenson.”
Uh oh.
“I just showed up at your house two days ago and made you drive me twenty-nine hours through armadillos and biohazard gummy bears and a yappy dog that bit me.” He pointed to Attila's puncture mark on his calf, his body fluid and graceful, my eyes hungry and body ready.
“I am not,” he continued, in a voice that was half joke, half lecture, and half earnest, “going to just wrap it and slap it inside you.”
I reached for him and laughed, breasts bobbing, his chest so textured and gorgeous. He didn’t pull away when I rolled on the condom and I didn’t pull back as he reached out, his hands roaming freely against my skin, our bodies free and open.
“Maggie,” he said softly.
“Just shut up and make love to me, Tyler. You’re using too many words.”
His mouth twisted with amusement and then he was over me. In me, rocking our world as my hands dug into the tight muscles of his back, fingers curling to touch him, squeeze him. I matched his rhythm until my breath came in little pants, my body so close, so close...and I was lost in the movement, consumed by the flow of flesh and groans, sighs and touches, until he came and shuddered, leaving me on the edge but not uncomfortable. 
It was good.
It was better than good.
It was getting closer to normal.
He rolled off and sighed, the sound long and full of frustration. I took that as my cue to get more wine. My body was loose and my mind and heart were overflowing.
Life was good.
Tyler went to the bathroom and I heard the tub faucet. He came out a few minutes later, naked and handsome, casual and cut. The slope of his muscles gave life to his tattoos, the rose somehow more heartfelt, the colors vivid and alive.
“Let’s have a soak,” he said, taking the full glasses of wine from me. “Let me make that up to you.”
“Make what up to me?” I was genuinely confused.
“You didn’t...I can’t make you...” He swallowed, suddenly nervous.
Nervous?
“Can’t make me what?”
“C’mon, Maggie. Don’t make me say it.”
“Say what?”
“Did you orgasm?”
The room went ice cold.
“What?”
He shrugged. “I think that’s my answer. I’m sorry.”
“You’re sorry? For what?”
He gave me a look that said the answer to my question was obvious. My eyebrows shot up as I got what he wasn’t saying.
“You think my orgasm is your responsibility?” I squeaked. “Where the hell did you come from, Frown, and did they break the mold after you were hatched?”
He just rolled his eyes and walked into the bathroom, carrying our wine with him. I chased after.
“No, really. You think...help me out here.” 
He stopped in the bathroom and handed me my wine, crossing his arms and holding his stem in one hand, twirling it. The image of our nude bodies in the mirror, leaning against the bathroom counter as if we did this all the time, made me laugh. 
“You’re laughing because I’m not a good enough lover to make it pleasurable for you.”
“Now you’re just fucking with me,” I said, gulping down my entire glass of wine in a few throat spasms.
“No. I was fucking with you a minute ago. Unsuccessfully.”
“Tyler. Seriously. Just because I didn’t come doesn’t mean it wasn’t pleasurable.” I reached for him, trying to block out the image of our bodies in the mirror. A huge wave of exhaustion hit me like a fog bank, like walking into a mist and suddenly having no visibility.
He frowned, his eyes finally meeting mine. “But it’s just...you gave and gave so much to me and I couldn’t even give you this one thing.”
Something clicked in that moment. “Is that part of why you left me at the campground?”
“Yes.” He didn’t even try to deny it.
I climbed into the tub, reeling from that fact. He climbed in, too, moaning as the hot water hit his skin. We were road weary, full of fading adrenaline, and boneless from sex. The water was perfect and I curled in his arms, the water lapping at my nipples as I reached up with my foot and turned off the water.
We said nothing for a few minutes. Just soaked and breathed and thought.
“You were amazing tonight. On stage. You totally rose to the occasion,” he whispered. 
His erection began to press into the small of my back. “And you’re rising to the occasion right now.”
He chuckled, running his hands down the lines of my arms, my hips, up between my legs, fingers tickling my inner thighs. “Do you know how beautiful you are?”
I shivered against him, my heart in my throat. “No one has ever said that to me before.” 
“Not even boyfriends before...you know.”
“No. Not even them.”
“Then I need to say it again: you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, Maggie. And someone should tell you that every day of your life.”
You.
“And I’m sorry I let you down, but I’ll—”
I stood, the water dripping down on his face. I reached for his hand and brought him back to the bed, both of us wet as we walked with a slow deliberation that was rapidly blooming into something much, much more intense.
“Listen.”
“What?” He looked down, eyes hooded, sitting his wet ass on the bed. 
“Tyler.” I took both his hands in mine, standing before him, nude and ragged and dripping. “My orgasm is my issue. It’s not a new issue.”
“Huh?”
“My best friend is a sex toy party hostess. I have every device in the world to try to get off. It’s...me. It’s something I have to deal with. It’s part of the legacy of the rape, I guess.” I felt my mind start to tear away from the moment, like a balloon string you let go of for a second, then grab just before it’s out of reach.
Tyler’s warm hands on my shoulders anchored me.
“So you’ve tried.”
I shot him a look. “Wouldn’t you?”
He snorted. “I’m a guy.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
His face clouded with confusion. “Good point. I just mean I don’t have a problem coming. I can make myself come by brushing up against the cantaloupe stand at the grocery store.”
“I think Lena knows that trick, too.”
“Are we going to talk about cantaloupes and pansexuals, or are you going to let me make love to you for that second time?” he asked, kissing me deeply, his mouth urgent and his cock hard and throbbing against my hip as he pressed against me. 
“Already?” I wrapped my hand around his shaft. Oh, yeah. Already.
“I’m twenty-three, Maggie. I’m ready about thirty seconds after I come.”
“A perk of dating a younger man.”
“Is that what this is? Dating?”
“What would you call it?”
“I don’t need a word for it,” he said, pulling me down on the bed on top of him, his fingers finding my swollen clit and touching it with a slow, slippery movement that made my core clench and my mind splinter. He rolled me onto my back and spread my wet legs slowly, his mouth headed down as his hands caressed my legs.
“Let me try,” he whispered against my knee. “Let me enjoy giving as much to you as you’ve given to me, Maggie. There’s something about giving to you that opens up a part of me that feels more whole.”
Well. When he put it that way...
And then his mouth was on me, teasing and soft, his lips and tongue so giving. The wine had loosened me up, but so had life. We were past the awkward (though compassionate) sex at the campground, had just plowed through a horny romp. Now that I knew Tyler’s feelings about my climax, it seemed I was a different kind of project.
I could get behind the Let’s Make Maggie Have an Orgasm project.
And yet, as his mouth made parts of me clench and pulse, my hands twisting the sheets as I lifted my hips to be closer to that magic tongue, I also didn’t want sex to be about a goal. Whatever thin shred of organized thought was left in me fixated on this as Tyler’s talents were being put to incredible use on the soft, sensitive skin between my legs, but I didn’t want to feel pressure to come.
I just wanted to feel pleasure.
His tongue teased layer after layer from my willing body, my hands uncertain. I finally threaded my fingers through his short hair as he gave, moving with me and stroking with tenderness and thought. The moment was so bare and intimate. So much about giving and accepting. Blood pounded through me, my skin flush with the heat of the bath and the fevered touch of his mouth and hands on my body.  
My fingers tightened, then I moved my hands to his shoulders, pulling my legs up and feeling the scratch of his beard against my inner thighs, the sensation so alluring it made me blossom, unfolding before him, baring myself emotionally as well as physically in ways that were uncharted territory. His tongue moved with erotic precision and yet his hands roamed over me like a man spellbound. Bewitched. He wasn’t just on a mission to make me come.
He was on a journey to come with me.
My breath hitched and a wave of pure lust washed over me, making my legs quiver and my mind move as he rode with me, following my gasps and writhing, the soft interplay between my body’s instincts and his need to give growing stronger as the intensity of what Tyler gave spiraled ever higher. 
I knew the wall was there. Could sense it before I even came close to it. That barricade was erected seven years ago, made of pain and vulnerability, of attack and violation. This time, though, it was weaker. It wavered. It shimmered like a mirage, and as I moved my hands to each side of me, desperately pawing for something to grab as Tyler’s touch drove me to crest, the wall moved. 
It...folded, fading to nothing at the exact moment I cried out his name and tipped over into a nothingness that was pure energy and sultry release. 
“Oh, my God,” I rasped. “I’m...oh, Tyler!” I began to shake from within, a vibration without origin, a feeling of deep frequency that felt like I was a stone thrown into a pond, my skin and bones the ripples on the water, my pleasure riding out in concentric circles as Tyler made love to my body with a deep determination and a soulful need to make my orgasm a reality, as if he’d conjured it by sheer will alone. 
And he had.
We had.
Pulsing with the extraordinary, feral climax, I groaned and moaned, twitched and twisted, the sensation too much to be contained in my body, crying out from my throat. I shattered over and over, as if all the porcelain and glass that people had thought I was made of needed to be broken by this ecstasy.  
Tyler rose, breaking his mouth’s touch, and crawled up my body, giving me a kiss filled with my own taste. I reached for the condom I’d placed, this time, on the nightstand, and quickly dispensed with the ritual.
He moved me, gently, so that he rested on his back, then reached for one of my legs, pulling me on top.
“You’re in control,” he whispered, my hand guiding him in me, the feeling exquisite after the enigmatic emptiness of my orgasm. “You.” His eyes traced my body, the moon peeking in and shrouding us in a grey glow that gave an ethereal feel to the moment.  
I was transcendent, a goddess, and Tyler made me feel like we were the only people in the world.
We were.
Instinct drove me to move against him, my thighs still shaking from his ministrations moments ago, his palms on my hips, urging me through a rhythm. His hands reached up, cupping my breasts, and I leaned over him, now moving faster, feeling the deep clench of muscles that came from that core where I’d been vibrating earlier. 
“What is this?” I hissed in his ear, my hair dragging over his shoulder and neck.
He kissed me, open-mouthed and with a groan, the sound of a man about to lose control. “Whatever it is, go with it. Lose yourself in it. I’m right here. You can grab me when you fall.”
“When I fall?” Those were the last words I could say or think as I did, indeed, fall. Floating in a space where my body and his stopped having boundaries, where our hearts no longer beat separately, where  skin brushed against skin and it felt so good, so hot, so uncontrolled and frantic that I soon lost my words once more, finding solace in his breath, his cries, his taut athleticism and a rhythm that carried us through our separate climaxes, the joint push of so much want turning into something sweeter than love. 
Hours passed.
Maybe just minutes.
My breath came into focus first, then the brush of hair on his chest against my cheek, my eyes opening, lashes fluttering against his ribs. I’d gone completely limp, crashing into his body with the abandon of someone who...well....
Who falls.
He stroked my hair and whispered, “You okay?”
I laughed. “Better than okay.”
His palm cradled the back of my neck, moving down to follow the lines of my ribs, my torso. “I don’t even have to ask my other question.”
I lifted my head and moved up his body to taste him with a kiss that made arousal stir in me once more. “No. You don’t.” He nuzzled my neck and brushed my mussed hair away from my damp cheek. We were enshrined in sweat, the air redolent with sex and fun.
“Good.” His single word rang out like a victory cry.
He reached over to the bedside and casually poured a glass of wine, handing it to me as I sat up. The other glass was across the room and he shook the bottle, peering at it with one eye.
And then he took the bottle and held it up to me.
“A toast.”
“To...?”
“To breaking down walls,” he said.
I dinged my glass against the bottle. We finished our respective wine in a few gulps, then set the glass and bottle on the nightstand. I had to lean over him and as he pivoted, he took my overhanging breast in his mouth, the cold from the wine lingering on his tongue.
I yelped.
He laughed.
We both sighed.
“That was amazing,” I said, over him and peering into his eyes.
“Yes. Thank you.”
“Thank you.” My body had lost its normal tension. I was loose and free, and as I bent down for another kiss, I realized: 
I was ready for more.
I reached down and found him wearing the condom.
“Let me take care of that,” he announced, moving me off him and striding to the bathroom. I stretched, blood pouring into muscles that seemed to accept it faster. Sex—my orgasms—had changed my body.
For the good.
I heard the toilet flush. Then the water faucet. Then Tyler, humming one of the band’s songs.
By the time he came back, I had taken up the whole bed.
“Room for me in there?” he joked.
“How about round three?”
His eyebrows flew up and his smile turned seductive. “Again? Already?”
“Didn’t you say you could go again thirty seconds later?”
“Yeah, but...”
I looked at his cock, which stirred in return.
He looked down. “Huh. I guess I was telling the truth.”
“You guess?”
He bit his lower lip and looked up at me under his lashes. “I was pretty sure.”
I threw a pillow at him and said, “But we have a problem.”
“What?”
“We’re out of condoms.”
“You’re serious,” he choked out. “Now?”
“Now.”
Tyler
When a woman makes an offer like that, you jump. I had my pants on and room key in my hand before Maggie could finish her sentence. I was the king of the world, man.
I’d made her come. She’d let me. 
And she was asking me to do it again.
I knocked on Trevor’s door. He answered.
Completely naked and high as a kite.
And wearing a “Service, Please” door tag on his very erect cock.
“Hey! It’s Frown! Frown!” Before I could step back, he had me in a hug. I could feel how excited he was.
Very excited.
I jumped back as fast as I could.
“Dude.”
“What’s up?”
“Your cock.”
He looked down and laughed. “Hah! Yeah. That was Darla’s idea.”
“Who’s there?” she shouted from the darkened room.
And then:
Bawk bawk bawk
“Is that...a chicken?” I asked. I shouldn’t have asked. I really shouldn’t.
“Mavis is in here,” Trevor explained.
“She’s...what?”
“You here to party with the three of us?”
“No. No.”
“Then what?”
“You got any condoms?”
He reached out for another hug. I didn’t need to feel his sword again.
A blue box came flying through the air, nearly clipping my head. It bounced against the wall behind me in the hallway. A twelve pack, unopened.
“You and Maggie have fun!” Darla shouted from behind Trevor.
“Did you save enough for us?” Trev pouted, spinning around, the hang tag flying like a little petticoat. I tried so hard not to look, really I did, but the fluttering of that ridiculous white tag drew my eye when he spun around.  
“Yep. Got three boxes like that.” Her voice was suggestive and Trevor just sighed.
“I fucking love you.”
He slammed the door in my face.
I bent down, got the box, and raced back to Maggie.
Who was sound asleep in the bed, a smile gracing her lovely lips, her body slack with sleep and, I hoped, the joy of sex.
I looked at the clock. Just past midnight.
I got naked again, pulled the covers off the second double bed, and climbed in with her, snuggling up.
We had all night, a twelve pack of condoms—
 
and the rest of our lives.
The End
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