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DEDICATION

To Mom, who always thought I should,

And Dad, who always knew I could,

With love.
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ZOE

HE COMES DOWN THE ROAD IN HIS CAMARO SLIDING left to right on the freshly oiled gravel and skidding to a stop in front of my house. He’s driving so fast that I’m sure my dad is going to rouse from his drunken stupor and catch me before I can get out of the house.

“Geez, Will, you want to wake him up?” I hiss as he gets out of the car and slams the door shut.

Will looks up to my window and crunches across the gravel toward me, twirling the keys on his finger.

“Hell, he’s more plastered than the house,” he jokes with a dopey grin.

I roll my eyes and push myself away from the window ledge.

The zipper on my duffel bag and the clasp on my makeup case are securely closed. The window screen gives me more trouble than usual, but I fiddle with it for a minute. Finally, it comes out of its guide and falls to the ground with a clatter that rends the still night.

“Yeah, I’m the noisy one,” Will mutters.

“Shh!”

I toss the duffel down to him, followed by the case. He makes a quick run to his car and stashes the items on the backseat, then returns to his spot under the window.

“Ready?” I whisper. My heart races and my head swims as I take in the space between us. Relax, Zoe, it’s the same drop you’ve done before.

“Drop, baby,” Will says, holding his hands out to me.

I take a slow breath. Climb into the window frame. He waits there, below me, that same eager look in his eyes he always has. Maybe they’re brighter this time. Or maybe it’s me, seeing something brighter to come.

“Come on, Zoe. I’ll never drop you.”

“I know.”

I close my eyes. The swirling in my vision stops, but my stomach buckles. I sway. Then I push off. The one-second fall feels like an eternity of stomach-in-my-throat weightlessness, but Will catches me. I throw my arms around him and seek his mouth, kissing him.

“I have to get my chimes.”

“I already told you, they’re too big to hang from the mirror.”

“I know. But I’m not leaving them here for him.”

Will sets me on my feet, and I dash up the three steps to the front porch. The chimes are in the corner. They were my mom’s and now they’re mine. I drag a chair over and push it against the railing, climb up, and balance precariously on the edge of the chair. The chimes tinkle a greeting at me as I reach for them, the dolphins brushing up against the steel rods in the center.

I lift the chimes off their hook with one hand and coddle the metal pieces with the other. They make too much noise, but I have them. I step down and peer into the living room window. My dad, who had fallen asleep in his recliner, like he does most nights of the week, stinking of whiskey and rot, is no longer in his chair.

I freeze. The chimes crash to the ground.

“Crap,” I whisper.

“Zoe?” Will calls from the yard. He comes forward and leaps the three porch steps in one stride. “You okay?”

My blood rushes in and out of my chest with painful speed. I kneel down and scoop the chimes into my hands, methodically untangling the thin wire that holds the dolphins and rods in place.

“I’m okay. Just, he’s not in the living room.”

This knot won’t unravel under my shaking fingers. Come on. Please release.

Will passes by me and looks in the window. “Probably in the bathroom.” He puts his hand on my elbow and tugs. “Let’s get out of here.”

Before I am able to straighten up, the porch light goes on, bathing us in yellow. We stand still as statues, as though that would make the light go back off, make my dad go back to sleep.

The door opens. He shuffles onto the deck, a nearly empty bottle dangling at his side.

“What’re you doin’, Zoe?” he slurs, squinting at me. My breath comes too fast for me to be able to answer. My heart pumps in my chest in short, staggered movements. “What th’ hell’s he doing here?”

My dad points his bottle at Will. I close my eyes, willing my dad back to sleep. Will’s grip on my elbow tightens.

“Git off my property, boy, or I’ll call th’ cops,” my dad says through gritted teeth and phlegm-filled throat.

“Yeah, we’re leaving.”

I stumble forward because Will is tugging on my arm, but it’s hard to move past my dad without flinching.

“She ain’t going nowhere with you,” my dad says. He reaches for my other arm, his fingers burning tentacles wrapping around and around my wrist.

“Let go.” My voice is weaker than I want it to be. That is always the case around my dad.

“Let go of her.” Will tugs again.

“Hell I won’t,” my dad hollers into the night.

I snatch my arm from his grasp, tumbling backward from the strength of my movement. Will and I push forward, hopping off the porch and into the overgrown lawn of weeds and grass. We’re halfway across the yard when the bottle hits me square in the side of the head. I can hardly believe he could have such great aim in his state, but there is no doubting his determination to bring me down. The glass doesn’t break but makes a sickening thud that I hear twice, once outside my head and once inside.

I fall to my knees with a surprised cry and put my hand to my face. I can’t see. There is blackness, then there are flashes of red and yellow. I blink, hard. Move my jaw round and round. Will says something to me, I feel his hands on my chin, but I can’t see him through my blurred and flashing vision. My wrist trembles, gives out under my weight. I fall, face-first, into the crabgrass.

Will leaves my side, runs for the porch. I can hear them, growling and snarling at each other like bears. When I finally roll over onto my side and take in the scene, I scream for him.

“Don’t, Will, don’t!” He answers me by plowing his fist into my dad’s gut. He connects again, this time his knee with my dad’s forehead. “Stop it, Will!”

I struggle to my feet, trip and coat my knee in grass stains, get up again. He will kill my dad. He can endure the way the old man treats me even less than I can. My dad slams into the wall, and Will balls up his fist again and punches him in the jowls. I see the red glisten of blood on Will’s knuckles, but I don’t know if it’s his or my dad’s.

“Will!” I scream. “Will! Stop!”

I buckle when a sudden wave of nausea hits me. I watch my dinner fly from my mouth and into the grass. I spit, cough, and gag, run for the porch. My hands shake uncontrollably. My legs hardly carry me. Pain sears through me.

My dad waves his arm backward, reaching for the door, a way to escape. A moment later he is on the ground. Will kicks his ribs once, twice. He will kill him. And my dad hardly deserves less.

“Stop, Will,” I rasp. I reach him and grab his hand. He spins on me, his eyes lost to me. I step back, trembling, needing him to return to me.

“Zoe.”

Will pauses to give my dad one last dirty look, then lifts me into his arms and carries me across the grass. I tuck my body into itself and press my palm to the side of my head. He starts to stutter as he suddenly sees himself the way I was seeing him, with familiarity, but the wrong kind.

“Zoe. Zoe. I ain’t never gonna hit you. I ain’t him. Ain’t gonna be like that. Ever, Zoe. God, don’t look at me like that. I’m not the monster. I’ll never do what he did to you. I promise.”

I uncurl myself out of my defensive position and press my forehead against his shoulder, against his salty neck, sweaty from exertion, inhaling the scent of him, which almost drowns out the disgusting flavor in my mouth. When he sets me down next to his car, I lift his hands and press his bloody knuckles to my cheeks, hoping they mark me like war paint.

“Let’s go, Will.”

Will opens the door for me and I slide in. I look to the porch as Will starts the car and turns the headlights on. My dad lies on his side, blood dripping from his nose, the sticky red mixing with whiskey and snot, and watches us go.


WILL

“YOU SMELL KINDA, LIKE, SICK,” I TELL HER.

“That’s because I puked on the lawn.”

“Are you sick?” I squeeze my hand on the steering wheel and twist the leather cover. I need this tsunami of energy gone now, but the anger hangs on like a stray cat you’ve fed once and don’t stop coming around. “Sh—Zoe, that’s a sign of a concussion, ain’t it?” I look over at her once, twice. She seems tired, all leaning against the passenger-side door. “Hey, don’t go to sleep yet, ’kay? Here, drink some water. But don’t sleep. I think you’re supposed to stay up for a while.”

I stop watching the road. She swishes water in her mouth. Rolls down the window and spits. I pull her face toward me. I check out her temple but don’t see too much in the glow of the headlights. Not that I know what I’m supposed to be looking for. I wish I did know. I wish I knew something useful, anything. I rub her jawline with my thumb and swear. The tires hit shoulder gravel. I face back to the road. She moans at the swerving motion.

“I’m sorry. Sorry. Just, don’t go to sleep yet.”

No, she ain’t supposed to sleep. But I want her as comfortable as possible. I jacked a couple of extra pillows and blankets from the supply closet at the home when I left earlier today. Figured I deserved more of a going away present than the boot to my ass I got from the state. Once we’ve sped out of the town limits, I reach into the back of the car and grab a pillow and blanket.

“Here,” I say. “Put the seat back and relax. Give it, maybe, another hour before you go to sleep, though. I’m just gonna drive for a while.”

“No, I want to stay up with you all night,” she says, smiling at me a little. A forgiving Zoe smile. Guilt’s my new best friend. I shouldn’t have attacked her dad. I shoulda held myself back. But I couldn’t help it. I’m so damn tired of seeing him beat the shit outta her. Her face is all fucked with the swollen lip, the nasty bruise under her eye. And she can’t never fight back. She won’t hit him back, never. She needs me.

Zoe studies the pillow I handed to her. “Is this yours?”

She figures I stole it. No, I ain’t gonna let that bother me. She’s right. I got a grand burning a hole in a paper bag under the seat to prove it.

“We had extras,” I tell her. “Don’t worry about it. There’s a whole closet full of these things. Brand-new stuff. All bought with your tax dollars. Don’t worry about it.”

Zoe laughs at me. It’s gotta hurt to laugh, her head’s gotta ache and her lip, too, but her smile is amazing. It lifts everything. Even me.

“I’ve never paid taxes. Never allowed to work, remember?”

I downshift as we approach a stop sign. Roll through. There ain’t no time to stop. Who knows what’s chasing us.

“I remember. And you’re not gonna have to, understand? I’ll take care of that when we get to Vegas. I’ll find work. I can do anything. And I’ll take care of the bills. Your job is to finish school, get your diploma or get your GED or something and go to college. You’re too smart to end up like me. Like, stupid.”

She wants to be a nurse, she’d told me a bunch of times. The kind that delivers babies. I can’t remember what she called them. Some word that didn’t have nothing to do with babies. I feel her hand over mine as I shift up again.

“You’re not stupid,” she tells me. Her voice is soft. She soothes me. And I believe, for this split second, that I could have a future worth something, too. That’s what she does to me. It’s the most amazing thing.

“Oh! I almost forgot.”

Zoe unbuckles her seat belt and twists around to the back of the car. I tell her to be careful, peek over my shoulder. She rummages around in her makeup case, then comes forward again and settles into her seat. She’s got a lump under a napkin in her right hand and a lighter in her left. I look back to the road while she flicks the lighter.

“What’s that?” I ask her.

“Hang on a sec.” The vapor of the lighter fluid fills the car. “Okay, here you go.” I look again. And grin. Can’t keep cool ’cause she holds out a cupcake to me, with one candle in the center. The cupcake has a swirl of some ugly-ass blue frosting and a handful of sprinkles on top. “Happy birthday,” she says.

It’s nice hearing her say it. Last Friday, she snuck out and met me at the beginning of her street. We drove to the quarry. Charlie and everyone from the home—even Shelly, ’cause she likes a party even though she’s supposed to keep us straight—sat around drinking cheap beer in my honor. When Charlie saw us coming, he raised his can and sang the usual too-old-for-the-system birthday song: “Happy Getting Kicked Off the State to You.”

I wanted to deck him. Wasn’t something Zoe needed to hear.

Zoe squeezed my hand and shook her head when Charlie offered her a beer.

Later, Shelly’s all yammering to Zoe about all this money she’s got saved up to buy a house, and Charlie grabs me, nodding in their direction.

“So, Torres. What are you gonna tell Zo’ when you go?” He laughs. “That rhymes. Zo’, go.”

I shake my head and toss my empty can in the quarry. He’s an idiot.

“Damn, you just gonna leave? I didn’t think even you’d be that cold.”

I raise my fist and he flinches. I’ve beaten him up for less than this before. “Screw you, man. It ain’t like that.” Shelly’s still going on about her savings.

“It’s not like she can go with you. You can’t even take care of yourself.”

“Shut up.”

He rubs his face on his sleeve. “Jesus, man. You gonna try and take her? She ain’t even legal.” I don’t say nothing. His girlfriend’s barely out of diapers. “Fuck, man, you learn anything? You can’t save girls like that.”

“She’s not like us.” I clench my teeth.

“What? ’Cause she don’t live in the home?”

“Shut up, Charlie.”

“Cause she’s smart? Pretty? She’s as fucked-up as anyone else. Hey, you banged her yet? Better do it before you go.”

I leap to my feet and kick Charlie in the ribs. He falls over with that drunken mix of coughing and laughter. I grab his shirt and lift him to his feet.

“Shit, man,” he slurs.

Shelly runs over and grabs my arm. Zoe stands back, staring at me. She should look disgusted, but it ain’t like that. She looks patient. I don’t get that. ’Cause she’s seen this stuff a million times before? I drop Charlie on the gravel. Go to Zoe. Her eyes dart from me to Charlie. He’ll be fine. I take her hands.

“Hey, don’t. He’s wasted.” I smile, trying to shove down this feeling like I gotta hit something. I tilt her chin to me and look her in the eye. “I got to thinking. You should come with me.”

She looks surprised. “You’re not going to stay and finish school? It’s only a few months until you graduate.”

“You’re the only one who thinks I could do that.” She don’t know how good it feels that she thinks that. Even if it ain’t true. I’d have to do summer school to redo the stuff I messed up.

“I can’t just leave.” She says it like it’s a question. Suddenly, this idea I just started to have is the best I’ve ever had.

“You can. Don’t you want to get outta here? Don’t you want to get away from your dad? People who don’t care about you? I care about you.” She licks her lips. “We could go anywhere, do anything. I’m gonna get—I got money and you got brains. We could go anywhere,” I repeat.

“It’s too crazy.” Her voice is quiet.

“What’ve you got here? What’s here you can’t leave?” I start to walk away from everyone else, pulling her with me.

“Go right now?”

I laugh. “Just walk with me.”

We walk around the quarry and I talk and can’t shut up like … this idea keeps coming ’cause it’s too good to stop. I can see us driving away. I can almost feel the freedom. She gets excited, too.

“Like, Vegas? We could go there. See the Strip, all the lights in the middle of the desert. Do anything we want.” I stop walking. “I’ll take care of you. You know that?”

Her eyes flicker in the moonlight. She wants this. She wants someone, finally, to take care of her. Make her the best thing in their life. I cup her face and kiss her before she can think too hard about why she shouldn’t do this.

I kissed her a hundred times before taking her back to him that night. She blushed and hid her eyes every time I touched her lips. I didn’t take her home until she said she would come. But she never said happy birthday then. It’s nice to hear it now.

“Hey, that’s so sweet. Here, let me—” I lean over and blow out the candle.

“Did you make a wish?”

“I didn’t have to. Look at us. My wishes are coming true.”

I can’t see it in the dark car, but I know she’s blushing. She’s the type who’s gonna blush at everything.

We pause at a stoplight. I check the rearview mirror. Empty roads. Keep my hand on the stick, never let the wheels stop all the way. Go.

“Hey, you ran that red light!”

“We got places to be.”

She laughs like it’s a game and peels away the wrapper around the bottom of the cupcake, then passes it to me. The frosting tastes much better than it looks. But she’s cooked for herself and her dad all her life. She knows her way around a kitchen. She even tells me what to do to my ramen dinners to make them taste like real food. Add chicken and vegetables and healthy stuff. ’Cause she cares that I got good food. It’s nice.

I pull off onto the shoulder of the road and let the engine idle so I can finish my cupcake. I’ll give a minute for Zoe’s cupcake. But my eyes are on the side mirrors the whole time.

“Want a bite?” I offer her the last piece, but she shakes her head. I shove it in my mouth and kiss her before I’ve swallowed it all. She don’t mind when I get frosting on her lips. She licks it off. “Thank you,” I say, brushing her hair away from her face.

“You’re welcome.”

I kiss her again and accelerate back onto the highway.

I don’t know what time I was born. It’s on my birth certificate, in that folder I was given on my way out. I might be eighteen by now. It’s after eleven. I probably am eighteen. But birthdays don’t matter much to me. All I’ve gotten today was a reminder not to take anything that don’t belong to me and a chorus of “good lucks” from the rest of the cases back at the home.

And a cupcake. That’s the best thing. Maybe my birthdays will be getting better from now on.

I look over at Zoe, flexing and unflexing my knuckles. They’re not too sore. They calloused over a long time ago. She’s nodding off on the pillow, but I’m wondering if I should keep her awake. I gave her my own pillow, so she could get used to the smell of me or something. So she can get used to sleeping near me. To sleeping with me. Her neck’s exposed and I want to kiss it. There’s things I want to do to Zoe. I wonder if she thinks about that like I do. If there’s stuff she wants to do to me.

It still amazes me sometimes that she’s here. But she sticks by my side, thinks I can do something with myself. I ain’t never had a good birthday, until this one.

“Zoe, baby, you shouldn’t sleep yet.”

“Mm-hm,” she replies.

I dart glances at her. Check the rearview mirror. Check the road just long enough to make sure we’re still on it and not heading for some ditch filled with cow shit. I know she’s not gonna be able to stay up all night with me. We’re two different creatures that way: she has the brains and I can stay up all night.

“Stay awake a little longer,” I repeat. I grab her hand and press it to my lips. She smiles all tired like. “Tell me about what kind of nurse you want to be again.”

She talks for a while as I drive. Tells me about wrinkly babies and about dads who pass out in delivery rooms. I laugh at that. I would probably be like that, too, someday, all crazy overwhelmed by becoming a dad and all the blood and stuff.

I figure my own dad didn’t hang around long enough to experience that. I don’t know my dad, but I do know that my mom was on her own when she gave birth to me. After two years she figured it would be better for her to dump me off at her neighbors’ and never come back.

“Wanna know something?” I ask when she stops talking for a minute. “I think a baby that looks just like you would be beautiful.”

Zoe leans across the parking brake and kisses the corner of my mouth.

“Can I sleep now?” She yawns noisily. I check the dash.

“It’s been, like, about an hour. You think that’s long enough?” She should know. She’s the one who wants to be a nurse.

“I think I’ll be fine. I’m not dizzy or anything. I think that’s what you have to look out for. Wake me when we get to the state line, okay?”

She pushes and pulls on the pillow, shaping and testing it three or four times before settling in. I tuck the blanket around her with one hand. It’s hard to keep my eyes on the road. She is so sweet, dozing off in my car, lying on my pillow.

“I’ll wake you when we get there,” I tell her.


ZOE

IT’S BEAUTIFUL SLEEPING IN HIS CAR. I’VE NEVER SLEPT anywhere but in my own bed in my own room. Unless you count the times I blacked out on the floor. But I don’t think of that as sleeping.

It’s not a deep, constant sleep, because even though my body wants to rest, my brain doesn’t. It wants to be awake with Will, watching what we’re passing, looking back at what we’re leaving behind. Feeling the touch of his hand on my neck, hearing his steady breath next to my ear.

Sometimes my body wins, and I doze. I dream about lying next to Will in ways we never have before, feeling the heat of embarrassment mixed with nervous longing as I sleep; but other times my brain wins and I wake drowsily and ignore the pounding in my head to play with the fairy song of my mom’s chimes or to smile at Will and put my fingers on his cheek. He’s handsome to me, in his rough way. I’ve always thought he was handsome, since the day he transferred to the home and, later, to my school.

Being in the home gave him a ready-made group of people to hang out with. He spent that first day walking the halls with Charlie Harmon, who graduates this year and plans on going into the army, and Lexi Simon. She’s two years younger than Will but dropped out a couple of weeks ago when she found out she was pregnant.

He commented on the bruise on my forehead that day, an unfamiliar voice floating out of a group crowded around a couple of lockers, and I tripped over my own feet.

I suppose everyone else in town was used to seeing them. The dark marks I tried to cover with makeup. I figured I had been doing a really good job, because nobody said anything when I showed up with some new disfigurement. But then this guy I’d never met before walks up and talks to me and he makes me doubt everything I thought I believed.

I guess it was just a case of the old stain on a hidden part of the wallpaper. When you see something often enough, it becomes invisible.

But it’s okay now, because Will saw. He came to visit me after that. At home—but only one time, because my dad told him to get lost—during lunch, after school. Sometimes he snuck me away in the middle of the night under a secret-keeping moon.

In a handful of weeks he’s become my new belief.

This night is the black kind of dark when there is no moon and it’s hard to see the houses we pass only every ten minutes or so. But I can see the stars if I lean forward and look out the top of the windshield. The stars don’t seem to move, even though we’re flying down the highway. There are always lots of stars in this part of North Dakota. They crowd in sympathetically, as though they can’t bear for any place to be completely deserted. As if aloneness scares them, too.

“Will, do you think there will be this many stars in Las Vegas?”

He looks at me for a long time before answering, and I feel my face flush with heat. He smiles at me, his easy smile, and looks back to the road.

“Sure. Stars are the same everywhere, ain’t they?”

That doesn’t sound right, so I laugh at him and he laughs back, but I don’t contradict him because I can’t put my finger on the right answer, either. Something about the hemispheres, but it’s hardly worth taking the time to remember right now.

“If there ain’t, I’ll get you some of those glow-in-the-dark sticker stars to put on the ceiling, okay?”

I blush again because suddenly I’m thinking about the apartment we’ll share and the room we’ll share and the bed we’ll share. We’ve been together for almost two months now, but he’s never put a hand out of place. I think he’s like that because he respects me. I hope so, at least. But sometimes I wonder about his hands out of place, and the thought of it brings heat to my cheeks.

“Sounds good.”

I doze again, dreaming of greenish sticker stars in the sky. Will wakes me up when we’re about to cross into South Dakota, and I search for a Welcome sign. It’s my first time out of my home state. Not for Will, though. He was born in Nevada and made his way here by little hops and moves throughout his life. He tells me I’ll like it there, even though he left when he was four and probably doesn’t remember Nevada. He wants me to like it because … I think we’re going to be there, together, for a long time.

I believe him—that I’ll like the desert, the Southwest—because he never lies to me.

I expect there to be more excitement as we cross into South Dakota. And maybe there are more lights, but the road is still quiet and lazy. I can’t figure out why Will keeps checking his mirrors, jittery like we’re in the middle of some big-city rush hour. I see the sign, and my heart quickens for just a moment before I settle back into the serene darkness.

“That was it,” I whisper to the window.

“We shoulda brought confetti so you could throw it out the window. Or a camera.”

It feels a little as though he’s making fun of me, but I push the discomfort aside. Of course he’s not making fun of me. Just teasing a little, maybe. I can do it, too.

“Yeah, but that means I’d have to teach you to use one.”

“It’s just pressing a button.”

“And pointing it. That’s two things at once. I’m not sure if boys can manage that much.”

“Ha!”

He pulls his cell phone out of his pocket and aims it toward me, flicking on the car light at the same time. I hear the click of the camera and he turns the phone around so I can see myself on the screen.

“There. Now you got an ‘Entering South Dakota’ picture.”

I study the face on the phone. The tired eyes, the swollen lip. The new shadow on my temple. I close my eyes against it. This is what Will sees. He sees it when my face is naked, when I have my makeup on: it doesn’t matter. This is what he sees when he looks at me.

“I look awful.”

The car swerves so abruptly that my seat belt locks as I’m thrown to the right. We hit gravel and he slams on the brakes. I worry that I’ve made Will angry when he gets out of the car, slams his door shut, and comes around to open mine. He unbuckles my seat belt and pulls me out of the car.

“You. Are. Beautiful.” His arms are strong and tight around me. Desperate, even. “Don’t ever say you’re nothing but beautiful, understand? This—” He touches my lip, my eye. “This will fade and your heart will heal and you’ll never have to worry about hiding nothing ever again. Understand?”

Tears spring to my eyes under the intensity of his gaze. I tuck my head into his chest to avoid his eyes and burrow against the softness of his shirt.

“You’re so beautiful. No one’s ever gonna hurt you again.”

I nod.

“I’m so excited for this. For this life.”

“Me too,” I whisper.

“Okay.”

He moves aside the pillow and blanket so I can get back in the car. He tucks me in again, even though I’m too warm. I’m warm even though it’s early spring and still coat and hat and mittens weather. I reach my face up to kiss him, long and slow, and my skin is suffocating under the blanket. Will puts a knee on my seat so he can better reach me and spreads his hands on my face. They are like a brush of night breeze against my skin.

“Amazing,” he says once he’s pulled away. “You.” He says it like he means it, and I have to believe it’s the truth.

He closes my door gently and returns to his side of the car. He gives me a smile and another kiss and pulls back onto the highway.


WILL

I LOVE THE TASTE OF HER.

Sweetness and a little bit of acid.

Alive and warm.

It’s the most delicious taste ever. It’s been hours since she was awake, and the sun’s practically up, but her flavors are still right there. Right in my mouth.

The gas tank thing’s on E and has been for a few miles now, but if I stop for gas, she could wake up. If I stop for gas, they might catch up. Her dad. Shelly. The cops. I’m waiting for them, but I’m also waiting for that free feeling, that one where my fingers don’t shake and I ain’t gotta keep looking over my shoulder. When does that come? How far I gotta travel for that?

I know there ain’t a whole lot of gas stations in this corner of the world, though, so I gotta stop at the next one. She stirs when I pull off the highway and slow the car. I creep to the pump, like she’ll adjust to the changing car speed if I do it real slow.

Her breathing changes. She’s waking up. I wrap my fists around the steering wheel and grit my teeth. Like it’s so much to ask that I could do this one thing right.

“Sorry. We need gas.”

“It’s okay,” she whispers.

“You need anything from the store? Are you hungry?”

She shakes her head.

“We’ll stop at the next diner we come to for breakfast, okay? I’ll just grab some water for now.”

She nods and rests her head on her pillow again but doesn’t close her eyes.

I feel her watching me as I walk into the 7-Eleven and grab a bottle of water. I feel her watching me as I pull two twenties out of my wallet, for the gas and the water, and toss them to the clerk. I don’t look at her when I walk back to the pump, but I’m smiling ’cause I can’t help it and now it’s a game. She wants me to look at her, I know it, and I wanna tease her instead.

I try to wipe the smile off my face and look cool, but I don’t got much control in the Zoe department and she sees it. She always got to me, stripped my bullshit down with a look. Charlie never missed a chance to tell me I was whipped.

I still ain’t looking at her, even though I can hear her laughing at me. I clear my throat real loud, set the latch on the gas pump, and pop my head in through my window.

“Okay, you win.”

“Yep.”

“You always gonna win at this game.”

“Yep.”

Her eyes are bright and all crinkly at the corners when she smiles like that. I’m gonna make her smile like that all the time.

I stifle a yawn, and her
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