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Epilogue

When I am afraid, I put my trust in you.

Psalm 56:3 
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Chapter 1 • Toby
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Nightcrawlers crept into and filled every space of the Mad Monkey’s cave-like barroom. Electronic music whirled in from overhead speakers, and the pulsing, driving beat blended with the vibration of alcohol-laden voices. A fast-moving current of energy rode the air with a palpable force. Typical of Fridays, impatient clubbers ringed the stage, waiting for the band to begin its performance. 

Having finished up the sound check, I set my guitar down and absently scratched my week-old facial hair while scanning the crowd for Claudia. 

“Hey, rock star.” 

I turned toward Leah’s voice just as the tatted band groupie came up on stage. “Rock star? Yeah right.” Unshaven and dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, I might’ve looked the part of a wannabe rock star, but it was just my normal, everyday look. 

“Heard a couple of bands bailed on the Monkey’s annual lineup. Some shit with the new owner. They’re actively seeking hot new talent,” she said, slipping her right arm, an intricate weave of flowers and flourishes etched into snow-white skin, around my waist. “This place isn’t just another local dive; it’s got a reputation.”

For sure. A gig at the Mad Monkey substantially upped the chances of getting laid. It also laid claim to a successful start for two local bands, according to Dan. He’d done his research. Headlining nightly as a line cook over at Applebee’s, he was good at organizing stuff. And, he’d made sure we all knew to treat tonight’s performance like an audition.

“Yeah, whatever.” I didn’t care much one way or the other. 

“Those old guys aren’t much to look at, but they know their shit,” she said nodding in the direction of middle-aged music teachers, Keith and RJ on keyboard and bass. “And Bones, he’s a presence on his own.”

At the back of the stage, the large-framed and heavily tatted, leather-clad Bones messed around with the drums. 

“Dan’s a little too in love with himself, but no denying he’s got strong pipes. And you and him up front? Total eye-candy.” 

She kind of nailed it. On appearance, Young Cranky Old Guys looked like a mismatched, patched-together tribe.

“And I like candy.” Leah pressed into me and smiled. “I’ll buy after the show.” She turned and dropped off the stage. On her back, feathery angel wings spanned the width of her shoulder blades. 

I should’ve responded. Should’ve said something. I’d slept with her, but she knew the score. I’d not given her any reason to believe there was anything between us. 

We’d met after a show last year. I couldn’t stop staring at her. She reminded me a lot of a girl I once knew, the resemblance damn near eerie. I’d just gotten back from visiting Claudia at school, having failed at my attempts for a reunion. She’d turned me down, hard. Dark times. I looked up, and there was Leah with her striking likeness to Lacie. Self-medication. I didn’t push, hadn’t even been particularly nice, just told her that I wanted to see those wings. That’s all it had taken. 

Pushing those thoughts aside and getting anxious about seeing Claudia, I knelt on the floor to arrange the foot pedals for my amplifier. 

Dan sauntered over and slapped my back. “Dude, pyromaniac playing with explosives. Watch your back. Your main squeeze is onsite, eleven o’clock.”

I stood and looked out over the barroom. From the height of the stage, it only took a moment to spot her across the room. Long dark hair cascaded softly over bare shoulders, her smooth skin a shade of Mediterranean bronze. Though it might’ve been a trick of my memory, I could smell that skin across the distance—the soothing scent of honey warmed by the sun. In the darkened room, her white sleeveless dress was nearly fluorescent, making Claudia Chiametti stand out from the rest—too beautiful and too perfect for her surroundings. Moving carefully through the crowd, Claudia looked up. The instant those sky-blue eyes connected with mine, her smile flashed brilliant against the warm caramel tone of her skin. An electric current ate up the distance between us, and for a moment, everything stilled except the staccato drumbeat of my heart. 

Claudia, several yards back and at odds with the crowd that engulfed her, wasn’t interested in popularity contests. She was the kind of girl who was more at home speaking in front of a crowd than pushing through one. She was the kind of girl you hoped you could get alone, away from the noise, so you could sit and listen to her because whatever she said would benefit you. She was the kind of girl you wanted on your side because no matter what shit you got yourself into, she would stick it out with you right till the end. After everything we’d been through, she was my rock. She was the reason I hadn’t completely self-destructed.

No, Claudia wasn’t tripping over star power, mine or anyone else’s. I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. I joined Young Cranky Old Guys to show Claudia and everyone else that I had rejoined life, that I was no longer letting my mother’s death hold my future hostage.

I watched some guy tap Claudia’s shoulder, and my stomach clenched when she turned to talk to him. Even with our friends April and Dario at her side, I wasn’t confident Claudia could handle guys full up on liquid courage and dogged to score. I was all about her coming tonight but had forgotten that while I was up on the stage, she would be down with the masses. And I would have to stand witness to all the shitheads hitting on her. 

Now that she was home, it was an unspoken challenge for me to fold her into the life I’d created while she was away at school. I’d do it because I’d asked for this. No, fucking begged for it. After nearly two years apart and a long, uphill battle to get her back, I’d earned the right to be a bit territorial.

Dan whistled and circled two fingers over his head, rousing the group. “Let’s get this show started.”

It was go time. I slung my guitar strap over my shoulder and went back to tracking Claudia’s movement. It was all I could do not to jump down and drag her back to the stage to stand in front of me. 

As a last-minute ditch effort, I leaned toward Dan. “Do me a favor. Call Claudia up here.”

He cupped his hands around the microphone and spoke in a droning voice. “Attention, shoppers. Paging the stunning Miss Claudia. Please report to the left-hand side of the stage. You are needed immediately for debriefing.”

Claudia rolled her eyes but pushed her way through the crowd and came to stand at the edge of the platform. 

“Hey,” I said, squatting down to her level.

Our gazes met and held. A bubble of indefinable energy crackled between us. 

“Hey,” she returned, a warm flush creeping over her face. “Nice shirt.”

The large white letters across my dark-blue T-shirt bragged: Always in a Position to Score. 

I laughed. “Got a reputation to uphold. Can’t let all these people know how long it’s actually been.”

“Sorry,” she said with a smile. 

She definitely wasn’t.

In agreeing to start over, part of our deal was that I would not pressure her to move ahead too fast. Which plainly meant: no sex. Patience had never been my strong suit, and being patient for sex... Well, let’s say it’s not something I was used to, but one month in, I was practically a poster boy for patience. Claudia Chiametti was the only girl who made me want more of the same. She had given me a second chance, and I promised myself I wouldn’t screw it up. I was keeping her no matter what it took.

Without looking away, I motioned towards the schlep she’d been talking with. “Who’s the guy?”

“Don’t know. Wanted to buy me a drink,” she said with a shrug.

“Thought it might’ve been an old boyfriend.”

“I dated one guy in college very briefly.” She held up a finger. “The chances of finding him in this crowd are slim to none. Bet you can’t boast the same about your old girlfriends, Romeo.”

Girlfriends, probably not, but with Leah here, at least one bump and go. Could be more. Who could say? It was a big crowd. I had a long history. Of course, I’d never tell Claudia that. If it weren’t for me, her father would be the only man in her life.

April and Dario’s dark heads materialized, and wearing color-coordinated outfits, the couple bookended Claudia. 

“When are you guys starting?” April asked.

I glanced over my shoulder at the rest of the band. 

Dan raised his hands in question. 

I grabbed Claudia’s hand and kissed the back of her fingers. “We’re starting now. Stay put where I can see you.”

“Afraid I might wander off and get lost?” she asked, amused.

“Stop worrying.” April pushed at me. “My chica is no delicate wallflower. Didn’t you see her karate chop that guy back there? You probably can’t see him because he’s out cold on the floor.”

Grinning, I shook my head. “I’m afraid Claudia will make a run for the door to get the hell outta here.” 

Claudia pulled at the front of my T-shirt and rose up on her toes. I tasted her berry-flavored lip balm when she kissed me. 

“I’m not going anywhere, at least, not until I see you play.”

“It’s all good, ese,” Dario said with a nod. “We won’t let her abandon you. Now go make your mama proud.”

Assured Claudia was secure with our friends, I stood and readjusted the strap of my Fender, then gave Dan the thumbs up. Dan signaled the rest of the group. The crowd hooted its approval. 

With Claudia in front of me, I bowed my head and began to play.
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Chapter 2 • Claudia 
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The volume of the crowd had risen substantially since April, Dario, and I arrived. With the first notes played, whoops and cheers rose from the audience and, in the ensuing excitement of the show, there was a further melee of elbowing and pushing for a prime view of the stage. An overexuberant girl, probably drunk, stepped on my toes and knocked into me, jarring my expanding bladder. 

Oh, the joys of bar etiquette. Or lack thereof.

What a difference a month made. Four weeks ago, I was tucked in a shoebox-sized dorm room at the University of Southern California, cramming for finals with graduation a beckoning light at the end of the tunnel.

Unlike the majority of the other undergrads I studied alongside, when I wasn’t at the library, I was more likely to be found volunteering at campus blood drives or charity events than at places like the Mad Monkey. In the madness of the typical bar scene, I was the figurative square peg. It was difficult not to stare and cluck my tongue at girls whose clothing was so tight or minuscule that they left nothing to the imagination. 

If it’d been any other night, I might’ve abandoned the place in annoyance, but tonight I exhaled a patient sigh. For this night, I would stay. It didn’t matter if I was a square peg or unfamiliar with the music. For a night, I could try to assimilate and be one of the crowd—well, with a little more clothing on and a lot less alcohol—because tonight I was here for Toby. And that was all that mattered.

Despite the blasting air conditioner, the air was heavy and sticky. Bartenders worked at a dizzying pace, popping bottle tops, clinking ice cubes into glasses, and pouring short and tall drinks. 

I held firmly onto my glass of wine as hot, sweaty bodies swarmed around us. I lost my position at the front, but an opening between heads still allowed me to see my six-foot-one, lean-muscled guy with the high-gloss maroon electric guitar. By the looks he was amassing, I’d say there were more than a few women in the crowd who would enjoy exploring the dips and peaks obscured by his tight, dark T-shirt. I didn’t blame them. His body was indeed nice to touch. Too bad for them, Toby was taken.

The music was energetic and catchy. April, Dario, and I danced, clapped, and hooted through several songs.

In between songs, April poked me in the arm. “See that girl with curly reddish hair and purple shirt over there? Toby went out with her in eleventh grade.”

“I remember her,” Dario said. “Hannah Hendricks. Still very pretty.”

With Hannah’s focus pinned on the stage, I stared openly. Dario was right. She was pretty, extremely so. Long copper tresses, slender but well-proportioned and, in a pair of minuscule, tight shorts, legs that went on for days. 

“Messy breakup,” April said. 

“Why messy?” I asked, unable to take my eyes from her. 

Toby had a formidable list of ex-girlfriends—common knowledge about our small town—but when I thought of the girls in his past, it was easy to imagine them all as harmless, faceless figures. I’d never actually seen any of them up close. Until recently, we hadn’t really traveled in the same circles.

April cupped a hand around my ear. “She was super controlling, totally stalked Toby for like a year after their breakup.” 

High school already seemed like forever ago, but I still found myself troubled by the idea that Hannah had probably known Toby intimately. More intimately than I did. 

A tall girl with a thick head of cropped black hair pushed her way in front of me to get closer to the stage. She was at least a head taller than me and wearing a red tank top and a pair of denim cut-offs that gave me and everyone in her wake an eyeful of her round butt. Her skin was more colorful than her clothes. Numerous, extravagant tats and piercings mocked the otherwise soft lines of her feminine figure. I couldn’t help but stare. There was a certain beauty to it all, but I couldn’t imagine why anyone would choose to do that kind of thing to their body. 

Suddenly, the girl turned wide, catching me with dark and unblinking eyes. Blood-red lips parted, revealing unusually pointed eyeteeth. The teeth and the sunless white skin of a vampire. 

“Take a fucking picture. It lasts longer.” 

I fell back a step, shocked at the unexpected vitriol. 

“You got a problem?” April stepped closer. 

The girl stared us down for a moment but thankfully, turned away. 

When the set ended, Toby hopped down off the stage. Before he could reach us, Vampire Girl closed in on him. Her fingers curled around his forearm as she leaned in to whisper in his ear. 

“Oh, hell no.” April latched onto my arm and lurched forward with me in tow. 

“Easy, April,” Dario called, but she ignored him.

“Hands off, honey. He’s already spoken for.” April carted me forward as verification. 

Vampire Girl pelted April with a frosty glare before turning it on me. Something in those bottomless brown eyes told me had there not been a roomful of pesky eyewitnesses, she would have bled me lifeless. 

Toby pulled me from April’s grasp to his side. “Leah—Claudia, April, and Dario,” he shouted over the din, making informal introductions.

Leah. The name paired with the face rebooted my memory. 

“Leah, sweetheart, there you are.” Dan, the band’s singer, broke into our cluster and hugged Leah from behind. 

Leah hissed and chafed in Dan’s hold, but just when it appeared she was about to do him bodily harm, she twisted around and kissed him. The smooch quickly escalated—hands grabbed, tongues flashed. We all stared, morbidly fascinated, as the lanky, blond-haired singer and Vampire Girl openly groped each other. 

Except for Toby. Without a backward glance, he led us away, snaking through the crowd to the bar.

April pressed forward, confronting Toby before he could get the bartender’s attention. “What the hell was that? How do you know that bitch?”

“Jesus, relax,” Toby threw back at her. “Leah follows the band. Claudia knows about her.”

April crossed her arms. “Well, she better watch that attitude.”

“Who wants to watch her when there are two flawlessly coiffed, perfectly matched Latino lovers to look at?” Toby motioned to her and Dario. “Seriously, you two are just adorable.”

April rolled her eyes and laughed. “After seeing that shirt, I’ll bet Claudia wishes you had a smidge of our fashion sense.” 

“It takes time to look this good, ese.” Dario smoothed the collar of his vivid blue shirt. 

“Claude, we seriously need some muy suave matching outfits like them,” Toby said and kissed the side of my face. 

“We’ll have to work on that. First, I need to hit the ladies’ room.” I grabbed April’s hand because, social outcast that I was, even I knew girls didn’t go to the bathroom alone. 

“So, Leah?” April asked as we jumped into the quickly growing line of full-bladdered women.

“I came to see Toby play here, back in February. She was hanging out with him at the bar. She was just as charming back then. I’d assumed they were dating. Even told him I was happy for him, but you know, also really conflicted that he’d moved on. But when we celebrated my birthday in Carlsbad, he told me Leah had never been his girlfriend.”

“She’s into him,” April said.

“Yeah, seems like a lot of girls are.” I frowned and did a little tap dance to hold it in. “Is this line even moving?”

A blonde girl in a slinky, low-cut dress came out of a stall with the back of her dress hitched up awkwardly. She’d tucked the hem into her underwear.

April giggled, but I tapped her arm. “Hey, your dress.”

“Omigosh. Thank you!” She laughed but blushed furiously as she fixed the wardrobe malfunction. 

She was far too pretty for the heavy layer of makeup she wore. What’s more, she looked too young to be in the bar in the first place.

Like the pretty blonde, the other women who hugged the wall waiting for a stall were all in costume with painted war faces and cleavage and butt cheeks on display. 

“Is it me, or is everyone here selling it hard?”

April hooked her arm in mine. “Whatever. Dario and Toby see all these girls with their hoo-has and what-nots hanging out, and they only want us, ’cause we’re their lobsters.” 

Obviously, April had been watching reruns of Friends, her all-time favorite sitcom.

“At least you and Dario come from similar backgrounds. Toby and I, we’re like totally different species of crustaceans,” I said.

“Right. He’s a lobster. You’re a crab,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Shut up.” With a smirk, I pinched her forearm. 

“Then stop it,” April said, leaning into me. “You’re exactly what he wants. And needs. You guys are a perfect fit—his rough to your gentle, his relaxed nature to your exacting one.”

I gave her a sidelong look. “The yin to his yang?”

“Milk to his cereal, bread to his butter,” April said. “Cheese to his macaroni, shoes to his socks. I could do this all night.”

“You always know how to show a girl a good time,” I said, and we both laughed.

Exiting the bathroom, I looked up to find Toby’s attention focused in my direction. Part of me really wanted to believe he and I were made for each other, but we were just so...different. His mouth crinkled upwards with that smile, the one that made me go all soft inside. And completely distracted me. The guy coming out of the men’s room must’ve been distracted too because the two of us collided. My cell went flying.

“Oh my God, what a klutz. I’m so sorry.” He quickly scrambled to retrieve my cell, continuing his apology. 

April sighed with impatience behind me. Unlike the majority of guys there, he was a bit older and dressed nicely in a button-up shirt with belted shorts and tan designer leather skips. He was clearly as much a misfit at the Monkey as me.

“It doesn’t appear to be damaged.” He examined the phone, apologizing again before finally looking up at me. His mouth popped open and the ongoing loop of apology ended. “Well, hello,” he said offering me his hand. “I’m Andrew.”

April grabbed my cell and shoved it into my partially extended hand. “Have a nice night, Andrew.”

Anything I might have wanted to say was nixed as she seized my elbow and drew me away.

“C’mon, Crabby. Our lobsters await.”

“You just alienated me from one of my own species.” I glanced over my shoulder to find Andrew’s gaze following me. He was only one guy, but I had to admit I was the teeniest bit satisfied that Toby wasn’t the only one with admirers.
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Chapter 3 • Toby 
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I leaned against the bar and took a swig of my beer. This was my first public expedition with Claudia since we’d officially gotten back together. Despite the victory of winning her back, the past hovered over us like a dark cloud. 

Next to me, Dario nursed a warming draft. “What’s on your mind?”

“This is it, Dario. What happens between Claudia and me from here on is either going to make or break us. I’m kind of feeling like a graceless buffoon handling a prized piece of crystal.” 

“Look, she’s a good girl. Take it slow. And from my experience, it’s always best to extinguish a fire while it’s still small enough to handle.”

“Good advice. Here’s to our girls.” I raised my beer, and he tapped his glass to mine. Did voicing fears aloud give them wings to fly? I hoped not.

“Yo!” Sausaged in a leather vest, our band’s drummer Bones, pushed up to the bar next to me. He caught me in a side headlock and messed up my hair. “How’s our pretty boy?” 

“Your pits are fucking ripe, dude.” I shoved him off and attempted to tame the mess he’d made out of my hair. “Hope to hell I don’t smell like you now.”

The girth of his beer gut hid strong muscle. The guy was too big and too strong for his own good—or in this case, the good of those he liked. I’d gotten Bones a job with my construction company. So, he really liked me.

Bones became immediately distracted when a sexy number en route to the bar pushed her way between us, brushing her shapely body against me. 

She smiled and said, “Hello.”

Over her head, Dario looked at me. “A small fire.” 

I turned my back to the girl.

“Yes, and only you can prevent forest fires. There’s another one starting over there,” Bones laughed and motioned to the end of the bar. “That cute redhead is checking you out big time.”

I scanned the bar and locked eyes with Hannah, an old girlfriend from high school. We hadn’t dated for long, but she’d taken the breakup hard. Looking at her now, it wasn’t hard to remember why I’d dated her. 

Bolstered by my notice of her, Hannah came over. She hugged me and showed me the large diamond engagement ring on her left hand. I didn’t mean to appear disinterested, but as she talked, my eyes kept wandering over her shoulder in search of Claudia.

My cell vibrated with an incoming text. I wished Hannah well and checked the message. Claudia’s new contact photo flashed across the screen. It was a selfie we’d taken at Cupsogue Beach. She was rocking a white bikini, and the large brown beauty mark on her right hip, the one that drove me completely crazy, was in full view. I had an arm wrapped around her waist and was kissing the side of her face. I got a rush just looking at the picture. Every time it popped up on my screen, my heart did a drumroll. 

Every damn time. 

As it did now.

Claudia’s text was gibberish though. True butt-dial style—a succession of Zs, Ps, and a few silly words such as ‘poop,’ where her cell tried to make sense of the random input. With a chuckle, I looked across the barroom floor, through the knots of people. I spotted her and April talking to an overdressed, yacht club chump. They didn’t linger long enough to have a real conversation, but I could see how they were drawing all the eyes of the vultures in their vicinity. 

I headed toward them, but I’d only gotten a few feet when I was cut off.

“Fuck me if it isn’t Toby-Mofo-Faye.” 

Rob Pace still used half-witted nicknames. My former high school classmate looked much the same. I smiled despite how the sight of him set my teeth on edge.

Poor little Robby had grown up a rich, spoiled brat with all the comforts of our town’s upper crust. His parents, busy professionals, mostly ignored him. He wore his resentment for their neglect like a badge of honor and developed a fondness for pushing the envelope. He should’ve been in jail. His parents always made it all go away.

“Pace, when did you get out of jail?” 

He put his hands on his hips and smiled. “Stop being a dick. That shit happened a lifetime ago. Let’s put it behind us.”

That shit would never be behind me.

“You work here? I need a drink,” I said, busting his balls. With his stylish dress clothes and a loosened blue tie around his neck, he clearly wasn’t a waiter. 

“Owner, actually. Part of the family biz.” The casual brag was typical Pace style.

“Of the Monkey?”

“Yeah, and I want to talk to you about the band. Love the sound. You might’ve heard we got room for one more group on the schedule. It would be an awesome boost for you guys.”

I almost had to use my hand to keep my mouth from dropping open. 

Oblivious to my displeasure, Pace continued. “You’d be synonymous with the Monkey, and that’ll make you look good. But that name, Young Cranky Old Guys... Well shit, man, it really sucks. We can work on that, put our heads together, and tweak it—” 

“No.” This was not happening. I could barely stand to be in the same room with him, let alone work for him. Leah might look like Lacie, but Pace made it all come back. “Not possible. We’re really booked up.”

I was lying and totally out of line for not discussing it with the band first, but I couldn’t do it. 

“That’s too bad. Well, good to see you, man.” Pace cuffed my back like an old chum.

“Fuck you, asshole,” I mumbled under my breath, resuming my path to Claudia.

When I was close enough, I reached out. As if she knew that I needed it, Claudia stepped forward and kissed me. Like nothing else, the press of her mouth calmed and reassured me. 

I held onto her. “Did you bump into someone you know?”

“Andrew? No, just met him.”

April pressed up against us. “Better watch your step, mister. This girl could have any guy here tonight. Good thing I’m here to ward them off.”

Exactly what I least wanted to hear, and I felt too frazzled to return April’s poking fun. 

Having followed me though I didn’t realize it, Dario stepped into the fray and added to my discomfort. “Oh, he knows Claudia could easily find herself another stud in the crowd. Just look at how uptight he is.”

“Would you guys shut the fuck up?” I snapped, immediately hating how stupid and anxious I sounded. 

Dario and April exchanged looks. 

“Toby?” Claudia tilted her head, questions in her eyes. 

Rolling my jaw, I flattened my voice. “I’ve had enough. I want to get out of here.”

A short while later, the guys and I broke down the set and headed out of the bar. With my guitar case in hand, the four of us walked out to the parking lot together. It was warmer outside but still better than the stuffy air inside the bar. We said our goodbyes and parted ways at April’s car.

Claudia slipped her hand into my free one. “Hey, you know April and Dario were only kidding around with you, right? I hope you know there’s no one else I’d rather be with than you.” 

I stopped her, embarrassed that I was acting like a guy who didn’t have his shit together. “I’m sorry. I do know that. That you’re here with me sometimes seems too good to be true.”

“What can I do to make it real for you?” Standing in the spotlight of the headlights of a car pulling out of a spot, her sweet offer twisted my heart. 

“Claudia.” I kissed her forehead. “You don’t have to do anything. Not. One. Thing.”

I opened the passenger the door for her and stowed my guitar in back. She deserved better, and I vowed to get control of myself.

I weaved my Jeep Wrangler through the crowded parking lot, toward the exit. 

Claudia cleared her throat. “I saw a girl you used to go out with in high school. April said her name’s Hannah.”

“Yeah. Haven’t seen her in years.” I pulled into the line of cars leaving the Monkey’s parking lot.

“She’s very pretty.”

“I only dated pretty girls back then.” I reached for her hand and intertwined our fingers. “Now I’m only interested in beautiful girls. Well, one in particular, anyway.”

“It’s weird how I know very little about your high school years and practically nothing about any of the girls you dated.” She dropped our connected hands in her lap. 

“You already know more than most. What else do you want to know?” 

“Well, everything, I suppose. The biggest problem in my parents’ marriage was that they didn’t get each other. My mother became unhappy and started doing things behind my father’s back. Not cheating or anything so clandestine, just stuff that she didn’t share with him, and eventually it led them to be more like two strangers living together instead of two people who loved each other.” She squeezed my hand. “Promise you won’t hide stuff from me the way she did with my father. It’d break my heart if we become like that.”

Finally at the exit, I watched for an opportunity to pull out onto the main road. There was stuff in my past that was better off shoved in a box and kicked under the bed, never to see the light of day. Stuff she would never understand. 

“We won’t be like your parents. That I promise,” I said and turned to smile at her.

She leaned across the console and kissed my cheek. 

Dario was right. Better to snuff out a fire when it was small. 

A half-mile down the road, the Jeep’s headlights captured two lone figures in its beams. One turned, his profile washed out in the concentrated illumination.

“Is that...” I slowed the car to a crawl. “It is. Roll down your window.” 

“Who is that?” Claudia asked as I pulled alongside the pair. At the sight of them, she pushed back in her seat with a breathy, “Oh!”

Brothers Ray and Eddie Rudack came to an abrupt halt, guardedness in their expressions as they looked our way. Ray looked crumpled, as usual. His mud-colored hair stood up in uneven waves and his baggy clothes were too large for his slouched, spindly frame.

Happy to see my old friend, I yelled out Claudia’s window, “You bums need a ride?”

“No way!” Eddie Rudack, still the annoying little brother, launched himself at the Jeep and reached inside to grab at me.

“Holy fuck. Down boy.” I batted the kid off. 

Over his shoulder, Ray hung back.

“Rud-eee!” I called out to him. “Get your sad ass over here.”

Ray moved slowly across in front of the Jeep to my side. Cars beeped as they whizzed by us. I hopped out and crushed him in a hug. Ray accepted it, awkwardly. We weren’t typically hugging buddies, but it had been a long time since I’d seen him. 

“You guys at the Monkey? Why didn’t you come say hello?” 

Ray kicked at a discarded plastic cup on the ground. “I d-didn’t wa-want to intrude.”

I thumped him on the shoulder. “Dude, don’t be like that. Get in. I’ll drive you home.”

I stuck my head inside to pull my seat forward and make room for them. “I’m just going to drop them off, okay?”

“Of course. It’s too dangerous to walk along this road in the dark.” Claudia nodded woodenly but reached behind her to push the junk on the backseat to the floor. 

With everyone in, I got back on the road. 

“Hi, Ray.” Claudia turned around in her seat. “And you’re Eddie, right?”

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “I forgot you never met this meatball.”

“Yeah, I’m Ray’s younger, much better looking brother. Nice to meet you.” Eddie leaned forward and offered his hand to her.

Eddie’s swagger was met with a curt, incoherent retort from Ray, but under that boast was the truth. He was a taller, better-looking version of Ray, his skin a shade darker, and he didn’t share Ray’s speech impediment. All through high school, I had teased Ray about his constant disheveled appearance, but Eddie seemed to make up for it. His dark brown hair looked to be recently cut. His clothes were not only clean, but it appeared he’d put consideration into the outfit. If I wanted to rag on him, I would’ve told him he went OD with his cologne. Still, the pungent scent was a hundred times better than the body odor I’d often badgered Ray to do something about.

“Claudia, you must be a music fan,” Eddie said, holding her hand. “’Cause you’re way too pretty to be hanging out with this loser.”

Claudia hiccupped a snort of laughter.

“Eat my ass, you little shit.” I laughed and smacked his hand away from her. “What’ve you been doing with yourself?” 

“Graduated last week—barely.” Eddie sat back, owning his near-failure with pride. “Now I’m gonna enjoy the summer.”

“Y-you ne-need a job,” Ray stuttered through a grumble of annoyance.

“What kinds of work are you interested in doing?” Claudia asked.

Eddie shrugged. “Haven’t given it much thought.”

“He’s good at art stuff,” Ray offered.

“Nah. No one makes real money doing art,” Eddie said.

Claudia opened her mouth. I saw the lecture on her lips—it’d be something about diligence and focus—but catching her eye, I subtly shook my head. I’d known Eddie most of his eighteen years. Her words would fall on deaf ears.

“If I hear of anything, I’ll let you know,” I said.

“Why don’t you drop me off first?” Claudia said. “That way you guys can spend some more time together.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Absolutely. I’m beat anyway.”

Out front of the immaculate oatmeal-colored Chiametti house, I left the Jeep running and walked Claudia to her front door. We often ended our nights out on the covered porch of her two-story house, cuddling on one of the cushioned wicker chairs. With Ray and Eddie waiting, tonight there’d be none of that.

“Thanks for being so understanding. I know you’re not a fan of Ray or his family.”

She had good reason—namely Diane, Ray and Eddie’s mother, and the little bedroom action we almost cooked up one night—not my finest hour.

“Eddie doesn’t seem to be the most motivated kid, but he’s sweet. His cologne is a bit strong and, boy, are those some tight jeans,” she said. “But I suppose he’s harmless.”

I tugged her to me. “Hey now, don’t you be paying his ass any attention.”

“I won’t.” She smiled up at me. “But it’s hard not to notice that unlike Ray, his kid brother actually seems to have a personality.”

“Hey, easy on my boy.” I playfully poked her in the stomach. “Ray’s had it harder than Eddie. His stutter has always held him back. He might not be as socially appealing as his brother, but Ray’s a good guy and a good friend.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, her fingers wiggling into mine. “I want to like all your friends, Toby, but it’s hard to trust, let alone like, a person who can’t look me in the eye. Ray leads an insular life, and I worry friends like that will hold you back.”

“He’s uncomfortable around girls. All girls. Based on his past experience with you, I’m pretty sure he’s nervous. Give him a chance. You’ll see, he’s really not all bad.”

“If you say so,” she said with a heave of her shoulders.

She’d see. I’d make sure of it.

“Hey, tomorrow marks one whole month for us.” I held up a finger. “You up for a little anniversary celebration?”

“Definitely,” she said.

It was silly, but I would throw a damn party for every milestone if it meant she was celebrating it with me. “Come over to the house. I’ll make us dinner.”

“Tennis, then dinner,” she countered. “And I’ll bake dessert.”

“Do I look like the kind of guy who plays tennis?”

“Do I look like the kind of girl who goes out to loud, obnoxious bars?” she asked with an impish grin.

“Touché. I’ll play tennis but only if you bake me something chocolate.” Catching her waist, I drew her to me for a long goodnight kiss that left us both wanting for more.

I waited until the door shut before pulling out my cell and looking up the definition of ‘insular.’ 

We crossed town with Ray sitting shotgun and pulled up outside the weary-looking, gray prefab house. Eddie man-hugged me from the backseat and hopped out of the Jeep.

“Stay out of trouble,” I called after him. 

“Like to, but trouble is my middle name.” He gave me a ball-busting grin. 

Ray made a snorting noise.

Glad to finally have him alone, I turned to face Ray and asked, “So, how’ve ya been?”

“O-okay,” he said.

“I tried calling you a few times, but I didn’t get through.” It was the truth, but that had been months ago. Over the last year, I’d pretty much laid low, licking my wounds, and hadn’t made much of an effort to connect with him. 

“After I g-got out, I got a n-new phone. P-pay-as-you-go.” He showed me a small, cheap cell phone.

Ray had gotten a reduced sentence for his involvement in the attack of a Dominican man two years ago. Even though he had voluntarily come forward to testify as the key witness, he’d spent six months in the slammer for obstruction of justice and a stint in rehab for a second, unrelated drug possession charge for weed.

“How was it being in lockup?” I asked.

“Ain’t g-gonna lie. It s-sucked.”

The last time we’d spent any length of time together was around the time Julia died. Not wanting to open the door to that warehouse of memories and emotions, I pointed to the old, beat-up white Nissan Sentra parked on the neglected cement driveway. “What’s up with your car?” 

“It n-needs brakes, but I’m t-too low on funds to f-fix it.” 

From the looks of it, it had been sitting for quite some time. An assortment of straggly weeds had sprouted up around the tires.

“Maybe I could take a look at it,” I said. 

He nodded but didn’t make an appeal for my help. 

Curiosity got the better of me. “What’s your mom up to these days?”

“Met a b-biker guy and m-moved in with him.” Ray looked out the window. “D-dude can’t stand Eddie and me. C-couldn’t wait to m-move her into his place.” 

“No shit?” I thumbed my chin. “You okay with that?”

“No. She f-fucking saddled me w-with that little turd.” He motioned to Eddie sitting on the front steps, talking on his cell. “He’s a sp-spoiled SOB, always j-jawing at me ’cause I want him to h-help out around here. I swear he d-don’t know how to w-wipe his own ass. I k-kick him out at least once a w-week.”

“Damn, Ray. He’s just a kid. So what if he buys his jeans from the girls department? They’re way better than those ratty sweatpants you got on there, Holmes.” I eyed the sweatpants in question and shook my head.

“Yeah, w-well I got a shitload of other prob-problems to d-deal with than my effing w-war-wardrobe.” His face reddened simultaneously with his tongue failure.

Considering how his family had gone down in flames—his father hadn’t been a part of his life for many years, and now his mother had abandoned ship—the bitterness in Ray’s tone shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. It always seemed no matter what was going on in our lives, Ray was usually upbeat, like a puppy, ready for whatever was next.

“So you pretty much got the place to yourself. That’s cool,” I said, attempting to lighten the conversation.

Ray nodded, a trace of a smile on his face. “Yeah, w-would’ve killed to have the h-house to myself years ago, but now it’s j-just kinda...l-lonely. Ya know?” 

We both looked at the drab house. I did know. My family was gone, and I was alone in my house too.

After a moment, Ray fidgeted in his seat, hesitating to leave the Jeep. “Faye, I h-hate to ask, but c-could you front me a f-few bucks? I’m dead broke, and I won’t g-get my unemployment check until n-next week.”

“Unemployment? How come you’re not working?”

“T-time in the j-joint doesn’t l-look good on a j-job application.” He shrugged. “It’s easier th-this way.”

Seeing him like this was a good reminder that when I was having a tough time of it, there was always someone else who was worse off. I took my wallet out, pinched a fifty, and pushed it at him. 

He stared at it as if it had miraculously dropped from the sky. “Thanks. I’ll p-pay you back, I sw-swear.”

“Don’t sweat it, Ray.” Feeling awkward with his gratitude, I changed the subject. “Hey, you see Rob Pace at the Mad Monkey tonight? He’s running the place.”

“Yeah. St-still an asshole,” he said. “He s-start with you?”

“No.” I shook my head. “He likes our band. Wants us to interview for a house gig. I was like what the fuck? After the way you treated Lacie?” I hadn’t said her name out loud in years, and still, it managed to pinch the insides of my chest.

“Maybe he didn’t p-pull the trigger, but we all knew he was r-responsible.”

“He’s a scumbag. I’d never work for him.”

“Hell no,” Ray said. “How ’bout we do s-something this w-weekend?”

“Can’t this weekend. I’m working overtime and have plans with my girl.” I felt bad having to turn him down.

“You’ve always w-wanted to be with her, haven’t you? She’s l-like the mega lo-lottery, and you kept b-betting the numbers until you won.”

I was taken aback at Ray’s observation. With a self-conscious laugh, I scratched the back of my head. “Yeah, I guess.”

“I h-hope you can make some time for me in between the p-pages of y-your love story, ’cause I miss h-hanging with you, bro.”

His openness surprised me, but I’d missed him too. With Ray, it was never forced. It just was easy. I could be myself. I shouldn’t have left him high and dry. I shouldn’t forget the things and the people who got me through the most difficult times in my life.

Like I’d done many times in high school, I noogied Ray in the arm. “Don’t be getting all sentimental on me, bro. We’ll hang. Text me your new number, and I’ll call you tomorrow.”

He smiled—the first real one of the night. “Okay, c-cool.”

As he was getting out of the Jeep, I stopped him. “Hey, Ray, you know what the word insular means?” 

He shook his head.

I tapped the screen of my cell phone and read the definition out loud. “It means ‘uninterested in cultures, ideas, or people outside one’s own experience; narrow-minded; small town; shortsighted,’” I told him. “And you and me? We’re not going to be like that.”
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Chapter 4 • Claudia 
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There was a warm, light breeze down at Foster Avenue Park. I locked my car, slung two tennis rackets over my shoulder, and made my way to the fenced-in tennis courts of Sayville’s bayfront recreational area. 

Reaching the court gate, I unsheathed my old high school racket and twirled the rubberized handle between my palms. Since returning home, my schedule had been unnervingly open. With so much free time, I’d set a goal to play tennis a few times a week. I had been persuading everyone I could onto the court with me—Dad, April, my cousins, Jeannie and Gina. Toby had held out until I cinched his consent during our anniversary celebration negotiations the other night.

He didn’t live far, just on the northwest side of town. A simple five-minute drive, but more than fifteen minutes passed before his red Jeep zipped into the parking lot. He waved as he climbed out of the car. I waved back and surveyed the other women in the park who sat chatting in small groups of twos and threes while their children noisily climbed the play structure nearby. After last night at the bar, I was fascinated at the way people reacted to him, women in particular. They didn’t fail to deliver at the park, either.

Heads turned and conversations instantly stalled. Dozens of eyes trailed his loping, easy gait. Even my neighbor, old Mrs. Nicholls, who was old enough to be our grandmother, leaned a little heavier on her cane as she craned her neck to check him out.

As her eyes followed him, she saw me and lifted a hand in greeting. “Claudia, hi!”

“Good morning, Mrs. Nicholls. It’s good to see you out and about.” I waved back, but my attention quickly returned to Toby. 

My annoyance at his tardiness morphed into anticipation as he drew closer. His lips curved into a smile that reached his blue-grey eyes. And dang if those eyes didn’t seem eternally lit with a flicker of mischief. My pulse quickened and my stomach did cartwheels. It flummoxed me that he could make my body react in such a manner.

“Toby Faye,” I chastised as he approached me. “You’re late.”

He rushed the last few steps to catch up to me. “Sorry, baby. I couldn’t find my tennis whites. The butler must’ve sent them out for dry-cleaning.” He scooped an arm around my waist and kissed the side of my face. “I am totally digging that little dress. You look super adorable...and sexy. Had I known you’d be wearing that, I’d have been on time.” 

His touch and compliment sent a tingle down my spine, but I pulled away and smoothed down the fabric of my white tennis dress. “What, this old thing?”

A relic from high school, my old tennis outfit was form-fitting and sporty. It left no doubt of my curves, but I had dressed appropriately for our game. Toby showed up in long, silky basketball shorts; high-top sneakers; and a T-shirt with the sleeves torn off, exposing the life-like armor tattoo that traversed the upper part of his right arm to the back of his shoulder.

Inside the fence, we tossed our keys and water bottles into a corner. I handed him my father’s ancient tennis racket and fluttered my eyelashes at him. 

“I do hope my outfit won’t be too distracting.”

He barked out a laugh, stepped back, and swung the racket in a perfectly executed backswing. “I must really be hot for you because we both know this is going to be a disaster.” 

“I know nothing of the sort,” I said and led him over to the first court of the three. We had the place to ourselves.

“You know I never played tennis outside of the mandatory week in gym class each year,” he said, walking to the far side of the net. “And that was over four years ago.”

Tennis was my game. People seemed shocked when they found out I had a bit of a competitive streak in me. I tossed two balls to the corner of the court and thumbed the fluorescent yellow fuzz of the third, confident that for once in our relationship, I had the physical advantage.

I brought my racket back, felt the rise of endorphins. On the other side of the net, Toby set himself up for my serve. How was a girl suppose to look over the net at those finger-mussed, tawny waves; that angular tan face; and those solid, toned limbs and stay focused on competition? He was seriously distracting.

I gave myself a mental shake. “Don’t worry. I’ll take it easy on you.” 

“No need. I like it a little rough.” His look and playful teasing sent heat to my cheeks and other places too.

“I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who loves an innuendo as much as you.” I lowered my racket. “Intentionally distracting the server is a deliberate hindrance.”

“Oh excuse me.” He twirled the racket and smiled. “What’s the penalty? A spanking?”

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?”

“If you’re offering, I’m game.”

“Okay, changing the subject now.” 

This prevailing repartee perfectly defined the current state of our relationship—an ongoing sexual war of sorts. We were, however, outrageously unmatched in our abilities. I was like a new recruit and he like a skilled general in command of superior forces with a prowess that threatened to crush my defenses. Though his heated kisses challenged my willpower, I held the fort. Even so, I had no intention of fighting an endless war. Surrender was inevitable. It just had to feel right. 

I tossed the ball up into the air and served it over the net. “On a more serious note, I’d like you to meet my mother. I thought we could take a week and fly to San Diego before I start classes this fall.” 

“Smart girl. Talks about her mother.” He ran, swung, and hit the ball back at me. “To cool the boy down. I never understood why she moved so far away.” 

“To be with my grandmother.” I charged the net and returned it. “When my parents divorced, she was still alive.”

“Summer is crazy busy,” he said, running. “For the construction trade. I won’t get the time off.” He returned a volley near the line. I ran to return it. “And then, there’s the band schedule too.” 

I swung hard, sending the ball down the line. It hit the net. 

“Okay. Maybe I. Can get her. To come out here.” I bent over to catch my breath. It was hotter out than I thought. “How about. Taking me. To meet your brother?” 

“Otisville Correctional Institution is no place for someone like you.” Toby jogged to the net to retrieve the ball. “Place is full of scary-ass dudes who haven’t touched a woman in a very long time.”

I straightened up and reset. “But you took your mother to visit him.”

“My mother was older, and not to mention, a sick woman who wanted to see her convict son. They had no interest in her.” Toby swatted the ball hard. 

I dashed back a few steps but gave up. It was way over my head. “I understand what you’re saying, but I’m willing to risk some lecherous ogling to meet him.”

He pointed his racket at me. “You can meet him when he gets out of the joint.”

That was likely never.

“Toby,” I huffed indignantly. Truth be told, I had a healthy dose of apprehension about meeting his older brother. Al Faye Junior had been convicted of manslaughter but was still a part of Toby’s life. If we were going to make a future together, I wanted to know everything there was to know about him. Even if that meant a trip to prison to meet his brother.

“Seriously, I want you to consider it. You can’t keep me tucked in your back pocket forever,” I puffed out, winded from running after a series of Toby’s misdirected missiles. 

He sent the next ball high. It flew over my head, and the fence, and sailed into the parking lot behind us. “Home run!” he shouted.

I bent to scoop up the two balls that had survived our first round of tennis. At least I’d worked up a sweat. “I think we’re done here. I can’t run anymore! You’ve exhausted me.”

“I can think of a better way to exhaust you,” he said. 

“And I think you should go home and take a shower. A cold one,” I said with a laugh, and then kissed his cheek. “I have a chocolate cake to make. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

* * * *
[image: image]


I showered and picked out an outfit for our anniversary dinner date, the promised chocolate cake cooling in the kitchen. 

In my underwear, I finished blow-drying my hair in front of my dresser mirror. People said my mother and I looked alike—a compliment, I suppose, as I thought of my mother as beautiful. We had contrasting hair colors, mine brown, hers blond, but were similar in height and shared the same oval-shaped face and round eyes. 

My eyelashes swept against the glass as I pressed my forehead to the mirror that magnified every feature on my face: my blue irises, the disorganized parade of freckles across the bridge of my nose, and pores that refused to minimize no matter the promise of every beauty product my mother touted.

I rolled my head to the side, and instead of my face, stared at the reflection of my bedroom—the same childhood room my mother had decorated for me. It was such a girly room with butter-yellow walls, shelves full of useless bric-a-brac, and remnants of moments in my life up until two years ago when I’d left for college. Everything in the room from framed inspirational quotes and photos of award ceremonies to an array of medals, certificates, and trophies was strategically placed to inspire me and propel me forward. My room was a shrine and testament to my goal-oriented life. I’d spent the majority of my twenty-two years preparing for the next project, the next challenge, the next award. My life was a succession of aggressive goals I instituted for myself. It was there I’d carved a niche as the girl who not only got it done but did it all like she was born to do so.

I was not the kind of girl who spent a lot of time looking in the mirror, but sometimes seeing what was looking back was important. I was looking now. And I was looking hard.

For as long as I could remember, I’d felt justified and even oddly fulfilled at pushing away emotional entanglements—socially and romantically—until the day I’d stepped into the Faye house, and fate, if you want to call it that, altered my course. The Faye family was unlike any I’d ever known. Toby and I had gone to school together from elementary through middle, parting ways when my parents enrolled me in a Catholic high school. Our lifestyles and upbringings were as different as summer and winter, but somewhere between all of our differences, we’d fallen in love. 

I smiled when I thought of Toby. Being in love with him was like stepping out from deep shadows, into the sun...like I’d traded a perpetual coldness for warmth. The discovery of him—each look and touch—breathed new energy into every aspect of my life. Now that I’d experienced the warmth of the sun, my previous life with its many accolades had less appeal.

I pulled a brush through my hair, then tossed it on the dresser and marched over to the shelf of awards. The medals, ribbons, and certificates clinked and clanked as I scooped them up and dumped them into the top drawer of my desk. It was time to let that girl go. Time for this girl to set her focus on less tangible goals, the ones far more likely to produce a fulfilled life full of people and relationships instead of only self-driven accomplishments. 

The drawer collided with a solid thud against the desk front as I slammed it shut, marking the beginning of the new, liberated me.

My cell beeped with an incoming text from Toby. Dinner at 6 pm. Can’t wait to see you 

It’d only been an hour since we played tennis, but the thought of being with him again made my belly dip like a ride on a roller coaster. Love was wonderfully ridiculous. 

I put on a belted floral-print fit and flare dress and strappy wedge sandals and gave my long hair one final brushing before floating downstairs. Still needing to frost the cake I’d made for our dessert, I headed for the kitchen. I borrowed Dad’s Bluetooth speaker, tapped my playlist, and cranked up the volume. As Idina Menzel’s “Let It Go” from Frozen blared through the kitchen, I twirled to the cabinet for ingredients and theatrically flounced back to the counter, apron flaring out, all in time to the beat. 

I loved working in the kitchen but wasn’t the tidiest baker. By the time I’d finished, a dusting of sugar and cocoa powder coated the countertops and floor. Still singing, I stood back to admire the chocolate-frosted cake. It was perfect. Toby was going to love it.

“I wasn’t aware my daughter was so vocally gifted.” My father stood in the doorway, his arms folded across his chest and a wide grin on his face.

Under my answering smile, my face grew warm with embarrassment. “You spoiled my big finale.” 

He came forward and peeked over my shoulder, surveying my dessert. “You missed a spot.”

“Where?” I bent closer to inspect the frosting for my oversight.

Dad held out his hand for the spatula. “Here, let me fix it.”

I didn’t really need his help, but that’s how my father was. He had to have his say—about everything.

“Since you’re obviously a full-fledged member of the frosting police, by all means.” I surrendered the utensil to him. 

“I hope that boy appreciates what you’re doing for him. I’m certain he’d be just as happy with a packaged cake from Target,” Dad said as I wiped up the counter.

I consulted the cake photo on my laptop, refusing to be drawn into combat. “Despite what you think, Toby actually likes quality things. He likes me, after all. And I’m not just doing this for him. It’s our one-month anniversary.”

“You’re celebrating a dating anniversary? That’s a little high school, don’t you think?” The unkind twist of his mouth was not a flattering look. “Claudia, you’re not going to make this all about a guy, are you?”

My father’s cynicism wasn’t surprising when you factored in my parents’ nasty divorce. 

“That’s unfair. When have I ever made anything all about a guy?” Feeling the distinct jab of his disapproval, I reclaimed the spatula from him. “I thought you liked Toby now.”

“Enough to watch sports and have a beer with, sure. I hardly expected you to get back together with him.” That crumb of approval was all I was going to get. I was not merely the daughter of a Suffolk County police officer; I was an only child. It wasn’t exactly a selling point that Toby was the quintessential guy from the wrong side of town, one a father warns his daughter about. And my father had absolutely warned me about Toby. 

Repeatedly. 

“Look, Claudia, have your fun. Just make sure you keep your priorities in order. You’re a smart young woman and capable of anything you set your mind to. Don’t let this boy get in the way of all the plans you’ve made.”

I kept my eyes on the cake, swirling the frosting on top for appeal.

His disapproval hurt. I knew it was silly to celebrate a dating anniversary, but as far as Toby and I were concerned, it really was a big deal. We’d dated briefly two years ago—a whirlwind love affair, my first ever—but after his mother’s traumatic, unexpected death, Toby mentally detonated. His distancing himself from everyone and over-the-top erratic behavior had irrevocably torn us apart. The once lovely warmth of love had flared up and burned me, and I had retreated to the shade of self-preservation disguised as education. I left Long Island to finish my bachelor’s degree at the University of Southern California. It’d been a hard decision to make, but at the time, the right one. Dad, I believe, was relieved I’d come to my senses.

When Dad stepped aside, I shot him a glance over my shoulder. “What about you? When’s the last time you asked a woman on a date?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“I hope you’re not avoiding the dating scene as some kind of grand gesture to me. It’s been over five years since the divorce. I’d be fine if you expanded your social circle.” I tossed the spatula into the frosting bowl. It clinked like an exclamation.

“No need for that when I have such a wonderfully entertaining daughter.” He winked at me and took a final swipe of frosting from the bowl. 

“What happens when I move out?” I brought the bowl to the sink and turned on the water. “This house is kind of big to live in all by yourself.”

“You’re not going anywhere anytime soon,” he said. “I’ll worry about it when you start dating someone remotely eligible to marry.”

To my father, moving out was synonymous with marriage. While I could’ve argued that his thinking was severely outdated, it wouldn’t change anything. Tradition ran thick in his family’s Italian blood. I could’ve debated Toby’s merits with him too, but I’d lose that argument as well. 

Despite what happened that summer two years ago, I still cared about Toby and wanted him to heal. Even after I’d left for school, I’d kept in touch with him, though I was vigilant to not let him confuse my intentions. We’d been navigating the friend zone fairly well up until a few months ago. In March—just before my birthday—I spent a week with him and was amazed by all the changes. He’d been seeing a psychologist and working on a set of goals, both work and relationship-oriented, and rebuilding bridges that had long since been burned. I was one of those bridges. 

Even though I had steeled my heart against Toby, a yearning for what we’d had remained curled inside me. It only took Toby a matter of days to make me fall completely in love with him again. But on the morning of our last day, he still couldn’t voice those three important words. It was a line he toed but refused to step over. And, I refused to move forward without it. I laid out a condition: He had to clear that one last hurdle before I would try again. 

A month ago, for the very first time, he told me he loved me.

My father hadn’t forgotten how, when they’d first met, Toby had joyfully and infuriatingly pushed his buttons whenever he could. Dad had only softened toward Toby when his mother died, and during the two years I’d been away at school, the sworn enemies had patched together a semblance of what could be construed as a friendship. Although Toby had turned his life around, it was difficult to forget what he was like at his worst. It remained a folded page in my father’s memory.

“All I’m saying is that you should keep your prospects open. I’m not going to live here with you forever, and you’re not getting any younger.” I dried my hands and reached into a drawer for a cake knife. “There’s someone out there for everyone, even for grumpy ol’ bears.”

Dad crossed his arms. “Hey, who’re you calling old?”

At forty-eight, Dad was still in good shape. He hadn’t thickened much around the middle like most men his age. However, there were other visual signs of aging. His once ebony hair and mustache were heavily salted, and a few crinkles had crept in around his eyes and mouth. There was an ever-present stern yet tired set to his brow. It had taken the time away from home to be able to see it as clearly as I did now. 

“Did I say old? I meant mature...and handsome bear.” I plated a large slice of my cake, kissed his cheek, and handed him the dish. “I’m headed out to Toby’s for dinner. The house is yours tonight.”

He took the plate but didn’t move. “When will you be home?” 

Being in the house with my father again, it was easy to slip back into our old father/daughter routine where I bowed, bent, and obeyed implicitly to anything he said. Having been away though had changed me and our relationship. I wouldn’t let him pull us backward.

“I’m not sure, but I have my phone. I’ll be careful. I always am.” I grabbed one of the brown bottles of beer from the refrigerator and held it out to him. “Here. Eat cake, have a beer, and watch some baseball. And don’t worry.”

Dad swiped a second bottle of beer from the fridge, took my offerings, and left the kitchen grumbling mostly, I was sure, for the show of it. I covered the cake and grabbed my keys. About to step out the door, I paused to glance back at my father. He was one-to-one with the television, his favorite chair extended to its fully reclined position.

I remembered that first night after my mother left. The house, even the neighborhood, seemed to have gone quiet. I’d come into the room and found my father sitting in that very spot, crying. I’d never seen him cry before. Not ever. He’d wept silently, and I remembered how my teenage self was torn by the sight. How I wanted to comfort him, maybe even find a little comfort in return, but even then, I had known that my father needed his dignity more than he needed to be consoled. And so, I had tiptoed out of the room with a hardening in my heart. To keep from seeing the pain on my father’s face, I never openly mourned the loss of my mother.

Work, TV, and then bed had become my father’s daily routine for the last several years. Anybody looking in from the outside would see him sitting in front of his large-screen television and assume everything was fine. The house was neat, neither an extra pair of shoes nor a stray personal item left about. Family photos uniformly lined the walls, but not one featured my mother. She had been purged from the house. 

However, tonight, seeing him in that spot, understanding awakened in my consciousness. 

My mother’s absence lingered here in my father’s aloneness. This self-inflicted solitude had become his new normal, and worse, he was convinced he was content within it.

As many visual traits as I shared with my mother, I was often characteristically inflexible like my father. I couldn’t force him to listen to me, so I simply wouldn’t let myself be
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