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Within us all lurks something dark,

the opposite of what we portray ourselves to
be:

The yang to the yin,

the Ego to the Id—

the negative to the photograph...

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


Skinny women in butt floss.

That’s what her boss had her photograph day
in and day out.

Jess Waterford often wondered how women
could wear thong underwear. They consisted of barely a
half-centimeter of material to cover the front, after all, and a
piece of thread in the back that was completely concealed by butt
crack, which she surmised had to be ridiculously uncomfortable.
Jess immediately and indiscreetly yanked out her underwear when
they snuck northward to begin with. She certainly wasn’t going to
put anything there on purpose.

They also reminded her of her deadbeat
mother, who had worn them constantly—usually with not much else.
Her mother had been a model, and, unfortunately, had worn very
little around the house. She had explained to Jess at a very young
age that not only did it turn on her father, but it also showed off
the stretch marks she blamed Jess for, and never let her forget.
Almost daily reminders, actually, in black and blue shapes of
whatever she’d had on hand to hit her with. Jess was overjoyed
when, just days after her ninth birthday, her mother had taken off.
And seven years later, she still didn’t miss having her around.

“Are you ready?” George’s gruff voice
reminded her of where she was and her grip tightened on the camera
strap.

Despite his preference in job assignments
and his subjects’ costumes, or lack thereof, George Caldwell was a
great guy to work for. Jess had learned so much from him since
she’d been his assistant at Starlight Fashion Magazine, and knew
he’d provide the tools and knowledge she’d need to be able to hold
her own as a photographer.

“Turn to the left, Angie,” he said to the
anorexic girl against the backdrop. “Arch your back and tilt your
head to the side.”

“But I can’t move that way,” Angie
complained and stomped her foot tantrum-like, her high heel
clicking on the floor, her silicone boobs bouncing stiffly in her
bikini top.

George nudged Jess with his elbow in a
watch-this gesture. “Well, if you can’t move that way, there are
seven other girls in the dressing room who can, and they’re all
waiting for their chance.”

“Arch my back like this?”

He smiled. “And turn your head to the
side.”

“Like this?”

“Just like that.” He turned back to Jess.
“Threats usually work,” he whispered and winked. His bushy, white
eyebrow dipped with his eyelid.

She smiled back at him and began snapping
pictures while he continued to direct Angie, each pose seemingly
more complicated than the one prior. Jess wasn’t sure exactly how a
grown model would react to threats coming out of a sixteen-year-old
girl with a borrowed camera and a voice like Minnie Mouse, so she
was content with allowing George to be the bad guy—until he taught
her how to threaten them properly, at least.

George adjusted a light and Jess stopped to
change out a lens. “When do we get to start a project that actually
piques my interest for a change?” She was thinking tall,
dark, and handsome, of course. Torso with more ripples than Lake
Tahoe on a breezy day. Abs like cement. She figured she could
probably get used to staring at that.

“When I’m through with the projects that
pique mine.” George’s eyes darted to each of Angie’s assets.

“So, never then?” Jess knew defeat when she
saw it, and went back to her work.

He chuckled. “The problem is this, Jess.” He
continued to talk to her while calling out commands to Angie.
“You’re only sixteen and (Look sexy for me, Angie) you can’t
go on location to shoot unless you have your father’s approval.
(No, Angie, that doesn’t look sexy, that looks constipated).
If you can get him to sign the waivers, I can probably (Pouty
lips, now) get you to come with us for the ‘Men of Montego’
spread in a few months.”

“Montego?” Jess asked, standing up straight,
all thoughts of Angie in a thong forgotten. “As in Montego Bay? As
in Jamaica?”

“Do you know of a Montego Bay, North
Dakota?”

“And you can get me the waivers today?”

He laughed at her eagerness. “How about I
get approval first, and I’ll have them for you by next week?”

“George,” she said, her cheek muscles
straining with the enormity of her smile, “you’re the best.”

“I don’t do this for just anyone, you
know.”

“Um … hello?” an irritated voice beside them
said. “Are you through with me? My ass is starting to cramp.”

“Yes, Angie.” George tried to stifle his
laugh. “You can go get dressed now.”

Jess looked at her watch. “Oh, shit! I have
to go. I’m going to be late for school again.” George was the only
grown-up Jess knew who wasn’t bothered by her use of profanity.

“See you Friday.” He squeezed her shoulders.
“Good work today.”

Jess wanted to bask in the compliment but
she didn’t have time. She carefully loaded George’s camera into its
case and scrambled out the door, just barely making it to the stop
in time to catch the bus to school.

Even though the pungent smell violated her
nostrils as she stepped up, she beamed at the driver and paid her
fare. Jess loved to ride the city bus. The diverse assortment of
people who took public transportation amazed her, and she wished
she could just take pictures of all of them to observe again and
again. Today was no different. The driver herself was an obese
woman whose backside overlapped the seat by several inches on each
side. Her crisp, blue uniform shirt was impeccably clean, but Jess
could tell the seams were straining at every stitch. Her taste in
music was questionable, as well, and the sound of big bands invaded
her ears. It was rather odd, she thought, for a forty-something
black woman to like that stuff, and odder still to subject her
passengers to it.

As she continued down the aisle, Jess eyed a
tired-looking woman with two grocery bags and three children. The
oldest child was holding the baby on her lap and Jess perceived the
middle one had recently cried about something, because her eyes
were red and there was dried snot caked around her nostrils.

A few rows behind them, a bald guy, covered
in piercings and tattoos and apparently on some type of drug or
another, rocked back and forth and punched the back of his seat as
he barked obscenities.

Jess took a seat toward the back so she
could observe the whole bus, and instantly became distracted by the
young couple a few rows up that was only a thin layer of clothing
away from having intercourse. She watched them until she almost
missed her stop, and then blushed with embarrassment over her own
voyeurism.

She exited the bus, taking one more glimpse
of the romantic duo pressed against the window, and briskly walked
the half block to school.

“Hi, Jess!” Brody met her by her locker and
squeezed her around the waist. She was just about to tell him hello
when he said, “How’s my Muffin Top today?”

“You know,” she retorted and pulled away, “I
have enough of a complex about my weight from looking at Barbie
dolls through a lens three days a week. I don’t need it from you,
too.”

“You shouldn’t have a complex, Babe. I’ve
seen some of those girls in your magazine and all I can think about
them is, ‘Damn, Bitch! Eat a sandwich!’”

One of the things she loved most about Brody
was that he always made her laugh. “Well, I could always start
photographing other subjects.”

“That might be a good idea.”

“Really?” she asked coolly. “Even if that
means I’m off to Jamaica for a couple weeks to photograph hot men
in Speedos?”

He looked at her face to see if she was
joking, and apparently realized she wasn’t. “When are you going to
Jamaica?” He looked down at the broken shoelace on his left
sneaker.

“Maybe in a couple months.” She put her hand
on his chest and he looked back at her face. “George thinks he can
get me in on a photo shoot there.” Brody looked away again and Jess
could feel his chest muscles become rigid beneath her palm. “It’s a
great opportunity, Brody. I’d learn a lot.”

“What about school?” He averted her eyes and
stared at the worn cover of his World Geography book,
absentmindedly tracing over where he’d used his pocket knife to
carve “Brody ‘N Jess” in the bottom right corner. Jess took his
change in demeanor to mean he didn’t want her to go without him and
he was already looking for lame excuses for her to stay, because he
never gave a crap about school. His plan was to be a professional
baseball player, and hers was to be a rich and famous photographer.
With that as their future, who needed school?

“I can get my work ahead of time and bring
it with me.” She hadn’t actually thought that far ahead since she’d
just been told a half hour earlier. She was still trying to figure
out how to persuade her over-protective single father to sign the
waivers.

“Will you still call me?” He sounded
hopeful, and finally looked her in the eyes.

She melted into the pools of silvery-blue
that bored into her. “Every day.” Jess wasn’t usually an advocate
for public displays of affection, but she was so overwhelmed by
Brody’s desire for her to stay with him. She put her arms around
his neck, stood on her toes, and pressed her lips to his.

“Mmm.” He glided his hand up and down her
back as they parted. “What brought that on?”

She hugged his waist. “I just think it’s
really sweet that you don’t want me to go.”

He smiled. “I really don’t want you
to go.” He leaned in to kiss her again.

Smiling at his newfound enthusiasm, she
gently pushed him away as the bell rang. “Save it for later. We
have to get to class.”

Rejected, he kissed her cheek and turned
away.

Jess, self proclaimed Queen of Observation,
didn’t fail to notice that he had his books held not at his side
like usual, but in front of him as he strode to class.

He wants me, she thought, and
smirked.

 


****

 


Brody spent most of the day with his
sweatshirt in his lap while he was seated and his books in front of
him as he walked. Every time he thought he might have a reprieve,
his mind reverted back to the softness of Jess’s lips, the feel of
her fingers lightly brushing the nape of his neck, and the faint
taste of spearmint toothpaste still on her tongue. He thought, more
than once, that he might have to call a doctor like they advised to
do on television, since his erection had clearly lasted longer than
four hours. He also thought, more than once, that it was going to
be completely impossible to squat behind the plate during baseball
practice, let alone wear his cup. Would his teammates notice? The
thought of certain ridicule in the locker room gave significant
relief behind the zipper of his jeans and he began to feel
better.

He wondered if Jess would show up to
practice like she sometimes did when she didn’t have to work in the
afternoon. He really did love that girl. She had a fantastic smile.
And beautiful eyes. A sweet voice. Perky boobs.

Brody grabbed his sweatshirt, put it back in
his lap, and mumbled a few choice swear words under his breath.

“Do you have a problem, Mr. Campbell?” His
science teacher Mr. Waller turned toward him, his back to the
blackboard, chalk still in his hand.

Only a raging hard-on, Mr. Waller, he
thought. “No.” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“Good. Then may I continue?”

He had already turned back around before
Brody could respond.

Brody hated school and couldn’t wait until
graduation. He always knew he’d get into college on a baseball
scholarship instead of grades. College wasn’t for the continued
education, of course, but for the chance to go pro. He was
confident enough that he’d be in the Bigs in no time.

When the bell rang, Brody mentally checked
his southern hemisphere, realized he could stand sans book, and
headed toward the locker room for practice.

“’Sup, Brody?” Carter Benson socked him in
the arm as he walked by.

“Hey, Carter. You haven’t figured out how to
change your shirt yet?” Brody laughed as Carter removed his blue
t-shirt and slid on his jersey.

“Come on, man. You know this shirt makes me
a chick magnet.” Carter blushed through his dark skin and tossed
the wadded up shirt into the bottom of his locker. “You gonna hit
another homer against Spanish Springs tomorrow?”

“Hope so,” Brody answered humbly and thumbed
the combination on his locker. Though internally he knew he was
that good, outwardly he didn’t want to come off cocky and
overconfident. He thought everyone would respect him more that
way.

“Nah,” Tom Hatter piped in. “It’s a double
header. Brody’s gonna knock three outta the park.”

Several of his teammates voiced their
approval.

“There ain’t a pitch thrown at Brody yet he
can’t hit,” said the tall and slim Dave Towerey while pulling his
mitt out of his locker.

“Yeah. That school home run record you got
this year will never be broken. And you still have four games to
add to it.”

“Three home runs?” Carter asked Tom,
sounding dubious. “Dude, you really are mad. Mad. As in Mad Hatter.
Get it, ‘cause your last name is Hatter?” He looked around the room
and elbowed several players to make sure they heard him and awaited
their response to his joke. None came, so he pretended to retie his
cleat.

“Yeah, ‘cause I haven’t heard that one
before, you Nimrod,” Tom said sarcastically and threw a balled-up
dirty sock in his face.

Brody smiled at his teammates’ camaraderie,
snatched up his gear, and took the field. When he got there Jason
Boggs was already on the mound throwing to Coach Traynor. One of
the things that made Brody a great catcher was the fact that
Boggsie knew what he was doing when he pitched. They worked well
together and fed off each other during games. Brody prided himself
on knowing which pitch to call to make the batter swing, and Jason
usually delivered it right where Brody put his mitt.

“Nice slider, Boggs.” Brody strapped on his
shin guards.

“Brody!” He turned toward the voice.

“Hey, Jess.” He set the rest of his gear
down and headed toward the chain link fence that separated them.
“You staying for practice?”

“Of course.”

The joy swirled within Brody. Just knowing
she was there made him play better.

“But then Dad asked me to come straight home
after that. Said he wanted to talk to me about something.”

“Okay.” He gripped the fence and
absentmindedly kicked at the dirt with the toes of his cleats.

“I’ll call you tonight and let you know what
he said.” She threaded her fingers through his.

He was pretty sure he knew her dad was going
to say, “Stay away from Brody Campbell,” since he’d just caught him
in the process of trying to feel her up the day before. Wesley
Waterford’s timing was impeccable and he always broke up their best
make out sessions.

Brody looked at their interlaced hands and
took notice of the contrast against his skin—the hard, cold metal
of the chain link and the soft, warm fingers of Jess’s hand. When
he looked back at her she was smiling her sideways smile that he
loved so much. It was the smile that made only one cheek dimple and
one eye squint. He felt his heart miss a beat, then pound hard as
if trying to make up for it.

“Campbell!” Coach Traynor hollered, pulling
him out of his trance. “You going to join the rest of us, or is
Boggsie gonna pitch to you from the dugout?”

“Coming, Coach,” Brody shouted back and then
turned to Jess. “Talk to you tonight.” He squeezed her hand,
released it slowly, reluctantly, and then jogged over to home
plate.

“I love you, Brody Campbell,” she called
after him.

The team took this as their chance to
embarrass their captain as they wolf whistled and laughed. Those
close enough swatted him with their mitts or slapped him on the
back.

Brody felt his neck burn red.


Chapter Two

 


Brody brushed the dust off his pants and
stood up straight.

“Nice slide, Campbell.” Coach Traynor
clapped his hands. “Let’s call it a day, boys. Hit the
showers.”

Brody looked up in the stands and waved
goodbye to Jess as she descended the bleachers. He was thankful he
was already out of his catching gear. It meant he had more time to
get to the locker room and let the shower rinse the ball field off
his body. He’d only had a decent practice, mostly because of the
nagging voice in the back of his head telling him he’d gotten Jess
in trouble.

They had been friends since he was in the
third grade. He was new to the school and a little on the shy side,
and had taken the empty table closest to the door of the lunchroom.
Content that no one had bothered with him, he’d sat there again the
next day, and had an encounter he would never forget.

A dirty girl with a missing front tooth,
lopsided pigtails, and gum on her face approached him and tossed a
mostly empty brown sack on the table in front of him. “That’s my
spot,” she said, noisily chomping the rest of the gum that had
managed to make its way back into her mouth.

“I … I …” He stared at her, mouth open,
shock freezing him to his seat.

“Did you hear me, butt hole?” She folded
her arms in front of her.

Another girl stood from the table to his
left. She was beautiful, prim and proper, her long red hair in a
bow that matched her floral dress. “Leave him alone,” she said, a
little unsure of herself. “He sat there yesterday.”

The messy girl yanked up her too-large
jeans, the hole in the denim revealing the angry scrape on her
knee. “But it’s my seat and I wasn’t here yesterday. I swallowed my
tooth and my mom was scared I’d poop it out at school. See?” She
stuck her pinky finger in the hole where her front tooth had
been.

Brody just sat there between them, his
tongue filling in his own new vacant space in his mouth from the
tooth that had been knocked out at baseball practice, unsure of
what to do.

“Well,” the pretty girl said, “I think
you should just let him stay there and you should find somewhere
else. I don’t like sitting next to you anyway.”

“Well,” the dirty girl retorted, “I think
you should just move over by Henry Nose-Picker Pickering then, if
you don’t like sitting next to me, ‘cause there’s room at his
table, too.”

The pretty girl looked appalled. “I’m not
moving.”

The dirty girl blew a large bubble, popped
it with her finger, and stuffed the wad back into her mouth. “I’m
not moving either.”

“Well, you have to now ‘cause the new kid
is in your seat.” She didn’t seem as pretty to Brody as she had
before. Her lip was curled in a scowl making her nostrils flare,
and her eye began to twitch.

The other girl, though unkempt in
appearance, remained poised in attitude. “You know what my mom told
me about girls that wear pantyhose?”

“What?” Her eyes inadvertently darted to
the stockings on her legs.

“My mom said girls wear pantyhose to hold
the stick in their butt.”

The pretty girl pulled at the bow in her
hair, knocking it askew. “Well, Jess Waterford, do you know what my
mom told me about girls that play baseball?”

Brody’s head snapped to the grimy girl to
his right. “You play baseball?”

They’d been friends ever since.

Brody grinned at the memory as he watched
her leave the field.

 


****

 


Jess wasn’t exactly sure why her dad had
asked her to come home right after Brody’s practice. Her mind was
abuzz with possibilities, initially thinking it may have been
because she was late to school on Monday, followed by her getting
caught making out with Brody when he’d brought her home on Tuesday.
She also feared George had called and dropped the bomb about
Jamaica. She had been pondering all day about how to break the news
to her dad, and still hadn’t come up with a plan. And, of course,
most of all, she prayed upon all that was decent and holy that her
mother hadn’t returned. Bitch.

When she got to her house she took in a
breath, prepared for the worst, and walked through the front
door.

“Hi, Jess. How was school?” her dad asked as
she entered the living room. He was in his favorite chair and
looked relaxed enough. Jess’s dad wasn’t a large man, and certainly
not scary, but he was stern. She knew he was struggling as a single
father, and she tried hard not to disappoint him. At this point she
wasn’t sure if she had or not. She attempted to read his face, but
his expression was blank.

“Fine,” she answered. He sat up straight as
she continued further into the room and Jess was suddenly consumed
with the need to explode with apologies even though she wasn’t sure
what to apologize for. She was pretty sure she was about to find
out.

“Have a seat.” He gestured toward the
couch.

She moved robotically and sat as she was
told.

“Jess,” he began, “there are a few things I
want to talk to you about.” His body language had changed again and
Jess sensed nervous tension.

A few? “Okay.” She swallowed hard.

“The office called to let me know you were
late to school again on Monday.”

“Yeah,” she admitted. “I was rushing to
finish at work and missed the bus. I had to wait fifteen minutes
for the next one.” Jess’s mind was in a whirl. If he was pissed off
about her being late to school because of work, he certainly wasn’t
going to let her miss two weeks to go to Jamaica.

“I know you love your job, Jess, but if it
happens again, I’m going to have to rethink it,” he said sternly.
“Your education is very important to me. I know you think you’ve
got your future all worked out, but you need the schooling to back
it up, okay?”

“Okay.” Agreement saves an argument, she
thought.

He sighed deeply. “Now, I know you and Brody
are getting pretty close.”

Number two on her list of subjects she hoped
wouldn’t be mentioned. Jess didn’t want to say anything she
shouldn’t, so she just didn’t say anything at all.

“Jess, I really like Brody. And he’s a hell
of a ball player—one of the best I’ve seen. But I’m concerned about
a lot of things.” He took in a few deep breaths as though he were
trying to inhale a bunch of letters that would rearrange themselves
in his head and form the right words for him to exhale. “He’s going
off to college at the end of this year, and you still have another
year of high school.”

“Yeah.” She didn’t like that, either.

He leaned forward in his chair and placed
his elbows on his knees. “I’m concerned about a long-distance
relationship.”

“Dad, we’ll be okay. We’ve already discussed
it.”

“I know you think you’ll be okay.
It’s one thing to discuss it. It’s another thing to live it. It’s
not easy.”

Jess knew it was best not to argue. “Okay,
Dad.”

“Now, I know you know I caught the two of
you kissing yesterday.”

She blushed and looked away.

His posture changed drastically and he wrung
his hands together. “Jess, I know you’re at an age now where your
body is changing and you have certain … urges.”

Jess’s eyes opened wide and she couldn’t
help it when the laughter inside her burst forth. “Dad, are you
trying to talk to me about sex?”

His embarrassment was evident. “Too late?”
He raised an eyebrow.

“Too late as in do I know about sex, or too
late as in have I had sex?”

“Both. Or neither. Hell, I don’t know,
Jess.” He rubbed the sweat off his palms and onto his jeans. “Ever
since your mom left … what do sixteen-year-old girls do?”

“Well, this one hasn’t had sex yet,” she
said softly and her dad’s shoulders sagged with relief.

“Thank God!” he gushed and flopped back into
his chair. “You just made this old man gain a few years back on his
life.”

Jess giggled.

Her dad sat up and looked at her. “So,
you’re not going to be late for school again and you’re not having
sex with Brody,” he said, presumably more for his own confirmation
than asking for a response.

“Right,” Jess answered anyway.

“Good. Now I have one more thing to talk
about, and then you can go.”

Third thing on her list, she thought
glumly.

“I got a call from your boss today, and he
said you might have the opportunity to take a trip to Montego
Bay.”

“Yeah.” Damn that George.

“Okay.”

Jess thought she must have misheard him.
“Okay, what?”

“Okay, you can go.”

“Just like that?” She wasn’t hoping for a
fight about it. She was just expecting one.

“Yes. Just like that. You’re going to take
your schoolwork with you, though.”

“I am?”

“You’re growing up, J-Bird, as much as I
hate to admit it.” He ran his fingers through his thinning hair.
“At some point in life I have to hope that I’ve done my job and
trust that you know what you’re doing when you’re not around me. I
don’t want to hold you back anymore. I don’t want to be so
overprotective that you miss out on life.”

Jess jumped off the couch and threw her arms
around his neck. “Thank you, Daddy! Thank you so much!”

“You’re welcome.” He grinned bashfully. Jess
sat back down. Even though he’d said that was the last item on his
list for discussion, she felt there was still more conversation to
come. And she was correct. “Stay right there.” He stood, a boyish
grin replacing the tension on his face. “I have something for
you.”

Jess’s mind was in a daze for the umpteenth
time that day. She could still keep her job. She could still be
with Brody and, she assumed, it was even okay to kiss him in front
of her dad. And she was going to Jamaica. But she still had a
fourth item on her list he hadn’t mentioned yet, and if he came
back into the room with her mom on his arm, she was going to be
very disappointed.

Thankfully, though, he entered the room
carrying a large black duffel bag adorned with a big white bow and
set it down in front of her. “I don’t know if it’s something you
wanted or if you can even use it, but I think I got a great deal,
anyway.” He sat back down in his chair to watch her open her gift.
Jess couldn’t help but take in how happy her dad looked at that
moment. Younger. Less troubled.

She couldn’t imagine what dwelled inside the
bag at her feet, but she didn’t waste much time. She greedily
pulled the zipper and peered in. When she saw the camera she almost
lost control of her bodily functions. “No freaking way,” she said
in disbelief. She began to pull everything out of the bag – cables
and lenses and memory cards and instruction manuals for everything.
“No freaking way!”

He looked amused. “Is that a good ‘no
freaking way’?”

“Dad, this is a Nikon D3X.”

“Is that good?”

“Is that good?” she echoed. How could
he not know? How could someone not know what a Nikon D3X
was? Good? No. This was way beyond good. “How did you get
this?”

He looked down sheepishly. “I bought it at a
yard sale for a hundred bucks.”

Jess blinked animatedly. “A hundred bucks?”
She was about to burst. “Dad, this is an eight-thousand dollar
camera.”

He whistled low.

“Plus there are four other lenses in
here—zoom, telephoto, wide angle, a teleconverter—there’s more in
this bag than I know what to do with. Dad, this camera is better
than George’s camera.”

“So I did well then?”

She once again wrapped her arms around her
father in complete and utter joy and disbelief. “You hit the
lottery.”

 


****

 


Brody’s voice erupted as he picked up the
phone halfway through the first ring. “Oh, thank God!”

Jess was instantly worried and she clutched
the receiver in both hands. “What’s wrong?”

“You said you’d call me at 6:00 and it’s
6:45.”

She relaxed a little, knowing Brody’s dad
was authoritarian when it came to his schedule: up at 5:30, shower
at 6:00, breakfast at 6:45. He was only allowed to use the phone in
the evening between 6:00 and 7:00, so they’d missed out on 45
minutes of conversation time. “I’m sorry. Dad decided to take me
out for dinner and we just got back. Are you okay?”

“I’m . . . yeah. I’m okay.”

Jess reevaluated the tone in Brody’s voice.
He didn’t sound upset over their shortened conversation. He sounded
more upset over the possibilities as to why she was late. He was
never overprotective, and occasionally chastised her father for
being so. And he didn’t have a jealous side that she had ever seen.
She didn’t know what he was thinking or what to say to make it
right.

Brody answered her question when he broke
the silence between them. “I … thought your dad was going to keep
you from me.”

Once again she was still. Once again she was
overwhelmed.

“Jess?”

“I’m here,” she whispered.

“Did you get into trouble?”

“Surprisingly, no.” Jess began to recap the
earlier conversation she’d had with her dad.

“So, he didn’t see where my hand was, then?”
He was back to his usual playful manner.

Jess laughed to herself. Though he hadn’t
been touching anything he shouldn’t have, his hand had been under
her shirt, skin against skin on the small of her back. “He didn’t
mention it.” Jess faintly heard Brody’s dad in the background
announcing it was 6:58.

“You don’t have to work tomorrow, right?” he
asked.

“No. Not until Friday.”

“I’ll pick you up for school then?”

“Sounds good.”

“You going to my game?” He sounded
hopeful.

She thought about teasing him and telling
him no, but she knew he had less than two minutes on the phone.
“I’ll be there,” she answered instead.

Brody’s dad picked up another line.
“Homework, Brody.”

“Yes, sir,” he said glumly.

“Tell Jessica good night.” The line clicked
when he hung up the phone.

Jess couldn’t suppress her quick burst of
anger. “Does he have a stopwatch in his ass?”

“No,” Brody chuckled. “But I’ve thought
about ramming one up there a time or two.”

She giggled. “I’ll see you in the
morning.”

“I’ll see you in my dreams.”

“Those better not be X-rated dreams,” Jess
said through her smile.

“I’ll never tell.”


Chapter Three

 


Even at the tender age of eight, Jess knew
there was more vodka in her mother’s glass than water. “Rotten
kid,” she slurred, flopping clumsily into her chair and sloshing
her drink over the rim. She lit a cigarette and pulled in hard with
her first drag. “You’re so much like your father.” She exhaled a
plume of smoke.

Jess wiped at the steady flow of tears with
the back of one hand as she absentmindedly twirled her hair with
the other. Her cheek still stung from where she’d been struck.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” She
hissed through nicotine-stained teeth. “Clean it up!”

Jess looked at the small pool of milk on the
table. Hardly more than an ounce. Hardly worth a hard slap across
the face. She stood stiffly and walked toward the kitchen to get a
towel.

“And quit playing with your hair or I’ll
shave you bald.”

Jess’s eyes opened and her hands went
straight to her head to make sure her mother hadn’t made good on
her threat once again. Remembering that she was no longer a young
child and her mother had split without a trace more than seven
years ago, she heaved a sigh and got ready for school.

Her dad seemed to sense some anxiety in his
only child as she solemnly ate breakfast. “You okay, J-Bird?” She
looked up from her cereal and his eyes darted to her left hand,
which was
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