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        To the Rock, thank you for always starring in Eden’s fantasy and aging like fine wine. Meow.

        - Chelle

      

        

      
        To Chelle, who teaches me how to work hard for what you want every single day. Thank you for the lessons. 

        - Eden

      

        

      
        To Eden, I can’t believe you’re still my friend after this. I know I’m not easy to work with sometimes, but I love you hard.

        - Chelle
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      “I am the storm.”

      The guy only blinked at me, a little boy staring at something he didn’t seem able to place. “You’re… Wait, what?”

      It was a problem that reared its tiny head anytime the producers sent another intern to me. They tended to scare easy or, you know, not scare at all. Couldn’t let that shit slide. This was especially the case with the ones who had a dad or granddaddy or, Christ, girlfriend’s father who knew someone who knew someone in the damn business. Even if we were just a small DIY cable network show, we were still Hollywood-ish. That meant favors. That meant I got landed with punk interns who didn’t know a wrench from a garden hoe.

      “I asked what you do.” The kid closed his mouth, eyebrows up, hidden behind those thick black frames he wore. I didn’t need to look him over too closely. I’d figured out his type when he hurried onto the set and darted straight for me before I was able to get half a mug of coffee down my throat. He didn’t need my attention, not this damn early. Not looking the way he did—stupid glasses he probably didn’t need and a bowtie, a fucking green striped bowtie and suspenders, and it wasn’t anywhere near Halloween, God help me.

      Hipster bullshit. Hipster bullshit I didn’t have time for.

      “So, when you say you’re the storm…”

      Fingers tightening around my mug, I worked my jaw, ignoring the kid as Dale and Gin came onto the set, dropping an armful of cut 1x4s onto the wood subfloor. The sound moved around the wide-open cabin and echoing right against the framing and exposed windows.

      “He’s the storm,” the kid told Dale, a pathetic, forced laugh flicking that waxed mustache of his against his bottom lip. “Can you believe that?”

      Dale was Navy. Twelve years. I’d hired him four years back—he didn’t have a daddy or buddy in the fancy producer’s trailer. The guy was good and got the job because he knew his shit. We’d grabbed a few beers the night after his first day so he could ask questions. I gave all my crew that shot. One time, only one, to ask what they wanted about me. After that, curiosity was off the table.

      Dale had gotten the measure of me after three pints of Guinness. But the hipster intern? Yeah. That wasn’t going to happen.

      “He is the fucking storm.” Dale said that with a finality that made the intern frown. Had the kid staring between me, nursing my cooling dark roast, and Dale, glaring down at the kid, stare weaving over the damn bowtie, the thick, curled mustache before he flared his nostrils, disgusted.

      “The storm, kid. That’s Kane. He’s a hurricane when we’re on a deadline. He’s a tsunami when we fuck up. And if you do that too much, he’s a motherfucking typhoon. You either handle your shit or prepare for the storm.”

      Maybe it was Dale’s voice—that “Don’t. Just don’t.” vibe every SEAL threw off no matter how long they’d been out of the service, but that sage bullshit wisdom worked. The kid jumped up, hardly managed to bother with a nod at me before he followed after Dale, picking up his drill, tugging on a tool belt that dirtied his stupid hipster skinny jeans.

      I downed the rest of my coffee, holding back a laugh when the kid threw a glance over at me then jerked his attention away as I pointed to myself, mouthed “the fucking storm,” and shot him the bird.

      Damn straight. New season, the whole of which we’d spend a few miles from the entrance to Mount Rainier National Park renovating a huge log cabin, and a brand-new intern to torture. Hell, it was stupid, but I didn’t party like I used to. Had to find some kind of fun where I could.

      I gave the kid a day, maybe two. Once he realized this gig wasn’t grabbing coffee for the producers or standing in for the grips or camera people, once he realized there was a hell of a lot of work to do, then he’d get bored or scared and head out with his tail between his legs. Or suspenders. Or custom Converse.

      Dale barked orders at the kid as Gin fought with Mario, the floor contractor. The general bustle of bullshit that came along with the setup the crew did for shooting got louder, the noise annoying, gearing up to piss me right off. And then, somewhere about an hour into our day, all that shit went quiet. It was a silence I was familiar with; had heard it years before when kids at school back in Seattle saw me for the first time after my old man took a dirt nap. Funny thing about death. People are sorry for you, but they feel compelled to ignore you. Someone you love dies, and the world acts like you were the one who bit it. They don’t have a damn clue what to say. They only know they can’t mention death or dying or how much it sucks. So, in general, you get the silent treatment because, bottom line, people are self-centered, graceless assholes. Anyway, that was the thought I had, the familiar silent sting I recognized when all the noise on the set went still.

      It meant Kit was back.

      The kid was the only one still yammering on. Hands around an extension cord, Hipster was boring Gin stupid about some shit I didn’t care enough to listen to. I only knew she was listening to him because she jabbed him in the rib as I walked through the set, bypassing gawking, awkward folk watching as Bill, our producer, spoke to Kit like she was a kid, not the talented badass host of our show. He was doing the bumbling, clueless shit. A glance around the set, the stares she got as she walked into the cabin, and I realized everyone did the same—stared and gaped and looked like assholes in the process.

      She kept her dark gaze on the top of the cup of coffee she held, listening to Bill as he patted her shoulder, as he made pointless attempts to distract her from the suck she’d landed in.

      “So, you…um…I…” Bill spoke in monosyllables, some freakish jackass language he clearly didn’t have a handle on. “What I mean is…”

      “Look,” Kit said, waving off his muttering stupidity with a shake of her head. “I get that this is weird, and you don’t know what to say, but I’m okay.”

      “You really don’t have to be back yet, sweetheart.” It was hard not to laugh at the glare on Kit’s face. She thought Bill was some reject from the seventies no one had clued in to the notion that it was definitely not okay to pinch a woman’s ass or call a professional “sugar” or “sweetheart.” I mean, shit. He was from California. Not Georgia. There was zero excuse for the sweet talk.

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled, hid those two words behind a long drink from her Styrofoam cup, and kept her gaze downcast, stifling the glare I knew was there.

      “Babe, I know it’s been hard.” Bill stood a little closer than I liked, and I thought about breaking it up, telling him to go fuck himself, but I knew Kit wouldn’t appreciate the big brother shit. She wasn’t a princess. She was a fucking general. She could cover her own ass.

      “I know you and your cousin were close.” Bill put that flabby arm around her, and Kit straightened her shoulders, taking a step to the right to slip out of his reach. “Losing someone you’re close to, well, I can imagine.”

      “Can you?” She didn’t wear a lick of makeup. The chicks in the back trailer with all the girl shit hadn’t gotten to her yet, and still Kit looked like something out of a Zeffirelli film; young, vibrant, skin like silk, eyes large and dark. Her face was heart-shaped, cheekbones pronounced, russet-colored eyes round with large lids. I loved her big eyes, how dark they were, how she kept everything she thought right behind them, never letting anyone see what went on in her head. She was beautiful, shaped with tempting curves and an athletic build, but her legs were long, and her ass was plump and spectacular. She looked like she belonged on the side of a B-52 bomber, inspiring fighting men to keep at it, not on some small DIY program that only drunks coming in from partying and newborn parents saw at four a.m.

      “If you need anything,” Bill tried again, but Kit cut him off, directing a wide, toothy smile at him that held more cyanide than sweetness behind it.

      “Thank you, Bill. Really. And thank you for the flowers. They were nice.” Then Kit grabbed his hand, dropping it from her shoulder. “But the only thing I want to do is get to work.”

      The quiet kept on, with the crew puttering with busywork shit that didn’t need handling, all in weak attempts to watch Kit and Bill. It pissed me off, especially when those nosy assholes kept at their staring even when I stepped into the center of the room.

      To my left, Kit was squaring off at Bill, challenging him with a glare to get any closer to her. She might not need me to do the big brother bullshit, but the crew did need reminding there was work to be done.

      “Enough of this!” I shouted, not bothering to keep the bite out of my tone. “Get back to work.” That staring moved from Kit and lingered on me, but only until I moved up an eyebrow and shouted, “Now!”

      They scattered like a bunch of ants whose hill had been kicked by a mean fourth grader, but at least they got moving. Kit came at me a half a second later, standing at my side while she looked over the cabin. Two slow sips from her cup and one swipe of her gaze up to the roof and she finally spoke.

      “You get the new header?”

      I watched right along with her, pushing back the slow whiff of something sweet I caught coming from her hair. “Be here on Thursday. First thing in the morning.” We stood there for several long seconds just watching the room, taking in the exposed beams and the looping wire curling through the walls. I could almost hear the gears in her head shifting, like she had something to say but didn’t need me to fish it out of her.

      When she went on drinking her coffee, I answered the questions she didn’t voice but knew she had. “That shop in Shelton had your stove.” She looked up at me then, and I thought I could make out a slow-working grin moving the side of her mouth. The woman liked her appliances. The older, the better. “It’s a 1930 Aga. Black with copper fixtures. Fully restored.”

      Kit turned then, full smile now, and I shifted a glance down at her, head shaking at the flash of something ridiculous and fucking sweet in her eyes. “Stupid expensive?”

      “Obscene.”

      That smile was lethal now, and if she’d been a less classy chick, I’d have sworn she was about to shimmy. Can’t say I’d hate seeing that. “And Bill knows how much it was and still let you buy it?”

      I shrugged, then nodded a thanks when Gin paused near us, close enough to hand over a refill on my coffee. She turned to Dale, offering him the same, and I cocked an eyebrow at the look he gave her. “I was convincing.”

      “Ha. You were intimidating,” Kit said, nudging me with an elbow. “Thanks. That makes me happy.”

      “It’s why I’m here.” I hid the smug grin I wore behind my coffee, telling myself it wasn’t stupid to feel like a chump for making the woman happy. I liked when she was happy. Mainly I liked being the man to do the job, but that shit came from somewhere I didn’t bother thinking about. No need to imagine things when I knew the truth: Kit Carlyle was my friend, but fuck, did I want to be a helluva lot more than that.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she admitted, and some stupid, ridiculous thing in my gut went all wobbly. But if Kit noticed the break in my composure—and the quick blink of my eyes and a long, slow sip from my mug to keep me from saying something stupid—she didn’t mention it. Instead, she looked around the cabin, nodding a greeting to Gin when she smiled as she moved past us before I felt another nudge on my arm. “I need to run something by you.”

      “Such as?” But she went all quiet again, out of character when Kit wanted something, enough that I turned to watch her, eyebrows shooting up when she cast a look all around, looking damn guilty or stupid nervous. I couldn’t tell which. “Something up?”

      “Well, it’s just that I need…”

      “Hey, Mr. Storm…” The intern started laughing at himself before Kit stepped back, clearing her throat as though she didn’t want this little punk to know she was about to say something only for my ears. That just pissed me off.

      “You see me standing here speaking to someone?” I asked the kid, tilting my head to glare at him. He nodded, then looked to Kit as though she might tell him it was okay to interrupt us. But the woman’s attention was on her phone when she took it out as a distraction. I snapped my fingers, bringing the kid’s attention back to me. “Go. Away.”

      “Look, Kane…” But Hipster didn’t get a chance to bug me any further. Dale approached, taking the kid’s shoulder to turn him, then gave the boy a gentle shove to lead him back toward a stack of 1x4s. The saws started up after that, and I nodded toward the door, getting Kit to follow me out of the cabin and down the driveway until we were at my silver F-150. She hopped right in when I opened the door for her, curling her arms over her chest as though she were frozen solid. The woman was always cold, no matter the temperature, and always bitched that I never ran the heat in my truck.

      “All right,” I said, my head shaking at how she blew on her fingers like we were in the Arctic and not in a small wooded area intersected by Copper Creek. “Jesus.” Then I flipped on the heater and moved the vents toward her. “Now. Whatcha got?”

      “Oh.” Kit went a little shy on me, way out of character, and I forgot about everything else but the small slip of fear that started crowding my head. This woman never shied away from telling me what to do or what she needed and the fact she wouldn’t look at me put me on edge.

      “Hey,” I said, leaning over my steering wheel and moving my head toward her, trying to catch her attention. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing… It’s just…” She exhaled and rubbed her eyes. I could make out the frown behind her hands when she scrubbed her face, and for some reason, that bullshit worry grew more intense. Finally, through a long breath, Kit looked at me straight on, licking her lips like I’d seen her do a thousand times. That shit meant trouble. I’d seen it firsthand. That slow, preparing for battle lip lick meant shit was about to get twisted. “Kane,” she said, squaring her shoulders, “I need you. I need only you.”

      Fuck me, I was in trouble.
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      “Ms. Carlyle.”

      Sunshine splintered off the top of the black lacquer box, scattering in different directions, and I winced against the glare. Everything around me, including the man at my side, sounded dull and distant. I felt trapped in this endless tunnel, surrounded by people I didn’t know on a day I’d prayed would never come.

      The crowd was thinning, most of the other mourners already driving away without so much as a backward glance, heading to a party Jess had planned in the event, obnoxious as it sounded, of her untimely death. That bitch planned everything in detail, even what happened the day of her funeral. I wasn’t following the rules, no matter how much I loved my cousin. I just couldn’t find the strength to walk away.

      “I was good friends with your cousin, ma’am.”

      I nodded but couldn’t bring myself to look at him or reply.

      A fresh wave of tears burned my eyes as I watched that black casket. Inside was my cousin, my best friend, and my mind could not organize thoughts and meaning with reality. She just couldn’t be gone.

      The man hovered, rearranging his feet, but otherwise, didn’t bother me. He seemed to know I needed a second to myself.

      Jess was the type of person people flocked to with her intoxicating laugh and charming smile. She never said a bad word about anyone and went out of her way to make those around her happy. The number of people who stood around her casket today was a testament to her character and infectious nature. Hell, even as a kid I was drawn to her.

      The wind kicked up, blowing my hair into my face, and I rubbed my eyes, irritated that I couldn’t keep from crying. But then, who could after their best friend died?

      Growing up, I followed Jess around like a lost puppy dog. She never once shooed me away or treated me like her little cousin, never once told me I was a nuisance for following behind her and emulating her every move. We grew older, and the age gap seemed to fade, and then we became closer than sisters.

      We were both alone and only had each other to lean on. Her parents passed in a tragic plane crash when she was in college, and my mother died a few years back from a sudden heart attack due to an undiscovered heart condition. We had no other family anymore except each other.

      The man at my side cleared his throat, probably tired of my quiet sniffling, and the noise brought my attention back to him. He had long, straight fingers with trimmed nails that I noticed when he offered me a plain white envelope. “She wanted me to give this to you.”

      The envelope had Jess’s neat, looping scribble on the front, but I couldn’t see any more than that in my peripheral vision, and I was still too numb to move much more than my eyes. I was struck dumb, zoning out on anything but the twist of the flower stem between my fingertips, even as it started to bruise from the movement. I couldn’t bring myself to let the calla lily go and place it on her casket with the others. The act was too final, too absolute. Letting it go meant she was gone, and reconciling that with reality just wasn’t happening yet.

      “I promised her I would make sure you received this.”

      Slowly, I dragged my gaze to his hand, spotting the crisp envelope he held between his fingertips. That scroll was clearer now, with “Kit Kat” across the front. She’d even written the little heart over the “I” like she always did.

      He pushed the envelope closer, slipping it between my fingertips. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said as my gaze swept to meet his. His eyes were red and puffy, similar to my own, I’d guess. That happened when you’d been crying nonstop for a solid week.

      “Sorry for your loss” was a weird expression I never understood. We lost things like purses, phones, and keys, but a person was never really lost. Jess was in that polished black casket covered in white calla lilies a foot from me. She wasn’t lost. Losing a person wasn’t the right term. It seemed so vague, so empty.

      The envelope crinkled as I gripped the pristine paper in my palm. “Who are you?”

      The man’s gaze dropped to the ground as his Adam’s apple bobbed, hiding beneath the collar of his dress shirt. “I’m Luke. Jess and I were…” He let the explanation die, shutting his eyes, and his features transformed, as though the thought of what they’d been was just too painful to explain at the moment. Finally, he exhaled, his expression relaxing before he said, “We were lovers.”

      It hit me then, looking at that handsome face. Despite the sadness of the day, the left side of my mouth twitched, recalling the things Jess mentioned about this man. She’d told me more than should have been allowed via text or email. Jess met Luke at a bar one night after work over six months ago, and their relationship moved fast, oftentimes too quick for Jess.

      “Jess spoke highly of you.” My voice didn’t sound like my own. The flat, lifelessness monotone words slipped from my tongue as if there were someone else speaking through me.

      Luke wiped the tears from his cheek, the back of his hand damp, and his cuff darkened with the motion. “I loved her, you know.”

      “I know.” I knew more than I ever wanted to know about Luke. My cousin had made sure of that. Jess didn’t keep a single fact from me, including the precise curve and girth of his penis, down to his favorite position during sex. She overshared, but I never stopped her. My insanely busy work schedule kept me off the market, and I was left letting my fantasies come alive vicariously through Jess’s filthy, filthy sexual encounters with Luke.

      “I thought we’d get married.” That seemed to pain him more than admitting he loved her, and I brushed his arm, squeezing it once.

      Her free, never-settle spirit and the burden of young loss would have likely hurt Luke, considering she might have turned him down. But then, Jess confessed that Luke was the first man who had her questioning her choice never to get attached. I understood her logic, knew it far too well. But with that loner decision came the loneliness. There was only so much work you could do to fill up your day.

      Luke cleared his throat again, reminding me he was still there, and I glanced at him, forcing a weak smile as I looked back down at the casket. “I think you were the one person who could’ve made Jess change her mind.”

      “I had a ring and was going to propose on her birthday.”

      I jerked my head up fully, and something quickened in my chest. The stabbing pain that had replaced my heart intensified. “I’m sorry.” I swallowed hard as the tears I’d thought had dried up blurred my vision.

      “She has it now,” he whispered, shaking his head as he inhaled. “I have to go. I can’t stand here anymore. It hurts too much.” He stepped back, his face contorted into something that made him look equal parts devastated and furious, and then Luke walked away.

      But I stayed where I stood, my feet rooted next to Jess. Despite the reason for being here, I didn’t want to leave and couldn’t make myself go. The thought of leaving her, of walking away, was far sadder than staying here with her.

      A worker moved in my direction wearing chunky work boots covered in mud and his hands tucked into his pockets, trying not to stare. “Ma’am, we were just about to close her up.”

      “Can I have ten more minutes, please?” I begged.

      “Sure,” he said as his gaze lingered a little too long. Maybe he knew my face but couldn’t place how he knew me, which was often the case with my being on late-night television.

      Kneeling on the ground, I clutched the envelope and flower in my hands, my attention on the casket. “Jess,” I whispered. “I don’t know how to do life without you.” Tears slid down my cheeks, dropping to the bottom of my black dress. “You can’t leave me like this.”

      The sadness morphed then, became something overwhelming, something that felt like a weight heavy on my chest. She was gone. With the snap of my finger, the blink of my eye, my best friend, my only family was gone. That sadness changed my cry; it grew, mingled into a guttural sob, and I became breathless, the grief hitting me in waves, growing with each second.

      “Why?” I asked the sky above me, feeling helpless, faithless, wondering if whatever higher power that was up there could hear me. If it cared at all that my heart was breaking. “Fucking why?”

      The flower broke in two as I doubled over, hands on my face. The stem bent in my palm, brittle now as the delicate white top tumbled to the grass. The envelope bit into my flesh, reminding me I still had one final piece of Jess left.

      The heavy scent of her perfume caught on the breeze when I tore into the envelope and pulled out the soft pink pages. There was a crinkle in the center, but I’d managed not to damage the letter too badly. I was hungry for her words, desperate for this last connection to Jess. I scanned the black ink, flipping through the pages, wishing there were more. I took a deep breath and blinked a few times and read the first line.

      
      My Kit Kat,

      If you’re reading this, that means I’ve kicked it. God, that must suck. Hopefully, I went out naked, orgasming so hard my brain melted. Possibly with a bottle of Jack in one hand and my fingers nestled in Luke’s deliciously wavy hair as he kneeled in front of me and… Well. I’ll try to retain some semblance of dignity seeing as how these are probably my last words.

      “Here lies Jessica. She died with a stupid grin on her face.”

      Sorry, couldn’t resist.

      If I have indeed bitten it, there are things I want to say to you. I won’t go on and on and write a monologue that is profound and tear-jerking because that’s not who we are, is it? We live to laugh and laugh to live. It’s how we’ve survived. But I will tell you the single most important thing I can…the thing I’ve wanted to tell you for a long damn time. The thing I worried you would never figure out on your own. So, here goes:

      Kathryn Carlyle, life isn’t a dress rehearsal, and you’re stuck backstage.

      I say this with love. I say it because I’ve watched you spend the past five years of your life working and plotting and generally making everyone else’s life beautiful. Meanwhile, you stay in that tiny rental, miles from the most beautiful mountain in the world, nursing a pint of Ben & Jerry’s (Don’t deny it. I’m the one who turned you on to Half Baked) petting your Himalayan tom who is so fucking Gandalf-old he doesn’t meow, he grumbles, and not once have you done anything remotely exciting with your life. Seriously, you are the only human person alive who can land a cable show and never show up to any of the fancy Hollywood bigwig, kiss your ass
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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