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​Chapter 1 

Kimmie

Unlike most students who plan for college early and have picked out their dream schools, I did not. Infact, I was so unprepared that if procrastination were a sport, I’d have a full-ride scholarship by now. I didn’t �illout a single application or even do a quick Google search about universities—unless you count searching for 

"funniest college mascots." 

My high school even provided a helpful website, www.pickacollage.com, but I ignored it until halfway through my senior year (and yes, I did think it was about arts and crafts for a while). My mom was frustrated because she knows I am capable of more and wishes I had applied for scholarships or �inancial aid to support my education. She even started threatening to apply for me under the alias "Mom Knows Best." 

Academically, I did what was expected—earningtop grades and always having my nose to a book. Outside of school, though, things were different. When I wasn’t at Julie’s ranch riding horses, I spent most of my junior and half of my senior year going to parties, hanging out with friends, and not thinking much about the future. 

Which is why I �ind myself sitting at the family kitchen table, staring at two pamphlets for nearby colleges, feeling the weight of an important decision I’veput off too long. It’s February—still cold outside—and I always have to double-check the spelling. The kitchen smells like onions and garlic as Mom cooks dinner, her

​movements a little sharper than usual. I’ve just �inishedmy homework, and my books are still open on the table. 

The tall ceiling, typical of a country home, isoverhead, with a large fan slowly spinning and pushing the warm air back down. On the counter, the familiar glass lemonade jar waits for spring, next to a small dish rack by the sink. The kitchen feels cozy, but tense. WhenMom is upset, she makes a simple meal and keeps to herself, and today her face is �lushed with frustration. The clatter of pans and the hum of the fan �ill the silence between us, making the moment feel even heavier. “Baylor or Hill.” She asked questions. Between the two, it really comes down to size. Baylor is three times the size of Hill and an hour farther away. 

An hour drive there and an hour back. Let’s notforget the traf�ic in Waco can be a bear to get through. Both options sit before me with no real desire to choose one or the other. I just need a simple choice between the two that bene�its me and my current lifestyle. Thisconsists of riding horses with friends, soaking up the sun at the cliffs in the summer, and enjoying long evenings drinking on the local farms. The weekends are never dull. Let's not forget the mud trucks—some of the local boys gather to put their trucks to the test, barreling through muddy holes and trying not to get stuck on their self-built obstacle course. There’s alwayssomething happening in West, Texas, especially when the rodeo comes to town, drawing everyone together for a taste of true local spirit and excitement. 

Elite country social life keeps me busy, with days spent riding horses across open pastures, eveningsaround �ire pits swapping stories with friends, and

​weekends lost in laughter at local gatherings. Yet, nomatter how lively things get, my family never lets me forget about my future. "Pick a college and grow up," mymother nags, her voice cutting through the morning quiet. 

My father sits down on the other side of the table, his large, brown-and-gray mustache curling over his mouth, giving him a serious look despite the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. His hair, still thick and full, is trimmed just above his ears and tumbles a bitdown his neck, looking slightly wild, as if he’s spent the morning outdoors. He lights a cigarette, the smoke curling lazily toward the ceiling, while Mom sets a cup of hot, steaming coffee in front of him, the aroma mingling with the scent of fresh earth drifting in through the slightly open window. 

I am staring at both pamphlets, as if one will suddenly burst into song and tell me what to do. Myfamily wants me to go to Baylor—historic, prestigious, and apparently the only thing worth talking about at Sunday dinner. I’d be the �irst one in the family to go, soabsolutely no pressure. Right? Hills, on the other hand, is right in Hillsboro. Hence the name Hills, I guess. Notexactly subtle, but at least I wouldn’t need a GPS to �indit. 

“You do know those pamphlets don’t change, no matter how many times you look at them. Make a choice, Sophie.” I look at him. His eyebrow lifts, accentuatingthe deep wrinkles on his forehead—wrinkles that could probably tell better stories than most folks in town. Hetakes another hot boxing drag off his Marlboro. No, hedoes not look like the Marlboro Man. He’s slightly

​rounder, more dad-bod than cowboy, and doesn’t wear a cowboy hat, boots, or an enormous buckle belt. The only thing he’s roped in lately is a second helping of mashed potatoes. 

“I want to visit the campuses �irst before making a lifechanging decisions.” My sarcasm is well understood. “How about we see if you get accepted at either one 

�irst.” Touche! A smart ass for a smart ass. 

“Fair enough. I need to get applications.” Mother puts both forms beside me on the table with the solemnity of a judge handing down a life sentence. Son of a bitch. Shit. There they sit—the start of my new life after graduation, looking as innocent as paper can, but I knowbetter. I watch them like they might sprout legs and chase me if I turn my back, ready to tackle me into adulthood whether I like it or not. 

Dad slides a pen over, “Let me help you with that.” He does it with a sense of ceremony, as if signing college applications is on par with signing a peacetreaty—or maybe the launch codes. My brother Adam sits down, looking like he’s secured front-row seats to the best drama in town, popcorn only missing by technicality. He snickers, clearly enjoying the show, already plotting jokes for family group chat. 

“Hey, prodigy child, I wouldn’t laugh so hard since you’re nineteen and still here. At this rate, I’ll graduate before you ever move out. Maybe you’ll get your own parade when you �inally do.” My brother starts to protest, mouth opening and closing like a �ish at feeding time, but Dad silences him with a look so sharp it could cut through the family WiFi. 

​“Prodigy child number two, �ill them out now. Yourmother and I have time to drop them off at the post 

of�ice,” Dad commands, as if I’m signing up for the Olympics instead of college. Here it goes: I start with Hills. Name: Prodigy child number two. I don’t think I’llbe able to get away with that, but hey, a girl can dream. By the time I’m halfway through, the forms have started to resemble an ancient scroll, endless and probably cursed. 

An hour later, after wrestling with paperwork that multiplies every time I blink, I �inally �ill in all the blanks, address the envelopes, and hand them off to Mom like I’m passing a baton in a relay race—if that baton were made of existential dread. Desperate to escape another round of “what are you going to do with your life,” I bolt from my chair and make a beeline for Julie’s house, praying for snacks, sanity, and at least one hour without an interrogation. 

Sit inside a cold-ass Chevy truck, shivering on a bench seat so worn that the springs practically have names and personalities. Each one jabs into me with the enthusiasm of a caffeinated woodpecker, and I mentallymap out the worst offenders pressing just a little too close to my dignity. The windshield is glazed with a thinlayer of frost, offering a blurred view of the barren, winter-bitten landscape outside—dead grass, skeletaltrees, and the ghostly breath of cows drifting over frozen pastures. 

I adjust myself gingerly, because driving Baby Jesus, my loyal but irritable truck, is an exercise in strategic self-preservation. She’s a stubborn beast, 

​grumbling and rattling for a good ten minutes before the engine warms up enough to stop threatening mechanical revenge. When she �inally relents, I pull out of the gravel driveway, tires crunching loud enough to wake every bird in the county, and blaze down the asphalt, determined to put as much space as possible between me and my family’s relentless questions about college. Can’t I just catch my breath before jumping feet- �irst into the next big thing? 

Julie is headed to the barn when I pull up. Shehas her thick brown coat and gloves on. It is time to feed and water the horses. I jump out and join her with chores. 

“What are you doing here so early?” She turns, “Okay, what happened?” She knows me well. The fact that it is early on a Saturday afternoon. 

“Can’t a friend visit a friend?” 

She tilts her head to the side and crosses her eyes, “Yousure can.” She sucks up the drool that's starting to run down the side of her mouth. 

“Fine, they are on me again about college. I haven’tpicked one out, and they don’t want me to be like my brother, who, by the way, is still living at the house. He is a goal seeker.” She laughs as we enter the barn and pulls out the buckets for food. 

“My parents are happy I will be starting in the fall after graduation. Still don’t know what I want to be, but I getthe required classes out of the way before starting my major.” That is a good idea. 

Julie has been accepted to Baylor and will be doing community service. This is what her family wanted. 

​“I’m not sure what I am going to do. My parents are pissed about my waiting so long. They had two �lippingpamphlets on the table waiting for me. To make matters worse, Mom had the applications. She whipped them out like Houdini!” We walk through the stalls and feed each horse, patting their heads. Once we �inish, eachwater bucket is �illed before she completes her chores. 

“Let’s ride.” Julie grabs two saddles, slinging them over her shoulder like she’s about to wrangle cattle at high noon. The barn smells of hay, leather, and the kind of dust that never really settles. We suit the horses up, their ears �licking with anticipation, and step out into the chilly morning, boots thudding against the concrete. Sunlight �ilters through the slats in the old barn doors, painting golden stripes across our path as we trot out to the open �ields. The worn trail crunches under hoof, bordered by wild�lowers stubbornly clinging to life and the distant sound of cows gossiping over the fence line. 

“So, which one are you thinking?” Her horse pulls up beside mine. 

“Don’t know. Haven’t really given college much thought. And the thought of living in Aquilla all my life with an old man, barefoot and pregnant, does not appeal to me either.” 

If I really think about it, “Let’s see who responds �irst or if I get accepted at all.” We ride along the trail by the highway, hooves thudding rhythmically against the packed dirt, the horses �licking their ears at the occasional car rumbling past. Suddenly, a convoy of black luxury cars glides by, polished to a blinding shine and looking wildly out of place on the dusty outskirts of West, Texas—like a �lock of peacocks strutting through a 

​chicken coop. Julie and I exchange a look, both thinking the same thing: this isn’t your average Saturday traf�ic. 

Several minutes later, we approach old man Barn's place. The big �ive-bedroom farmhouse looms up ahead, its white paint peeling and windows winking in the morning sun. He passed away a few years back, andthe place had sat empty ever since, the for-sale sign growing grayer and more crooked with every passing season until, one day, it just vanished. 

Now, black-haired men move around the porch and yard, their black suits and long trench coats absorbing the sunlight, making them look like crows picking over something shiny. We keep our distance, curiosity gnawing at us, but not enough to get any closer. Julie and I nod politely, a silent agreement to ride on—after all, nobody wants to interrupt whatever secret agent convention is happening in the middle of nowhere. 

Once we’re out of earshot, Julie leans in, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Did you see that? They are de�initely not from Texas.” I glanceback over my shoulder, catching one of the men still watching us—a pair of dark, unreadable eyes tracking every move. The way he stared sent a chill crawling up my spine, as if I’d just stepped into a ghost story instead of a morning ride. 

We take the long route home, nerves prickling as we skirt wide around the newly occupied house. The

�ields seem quieter than usual, even the birds keeping their gossip to a minimum. When we get back, we brush down the horses in silence, the steady scratch of bristles 

​and the earthy scent of sweat and hay slowly calming my jittery thoughts. Julie �inally breaks the tension, tossing me a sidelong look. “So, what are you going to do about college?” 

I run through my options for the millionth time: Baylor, Hills, scholarships, and a mountain of loans. Thefuture feels as mysterious—and a little as ominous—asthose men in black. But at least with college, there’s achance it’ll all be worth it in the end. 

“Wait to see where I am accepted.” With that, we drop the subject. 

Three weeks later, both colleges replied to my application with two thick envelopes that felt heavier than they should, as if they knew my whole future was tucked inside. Mom and Dad insisted on touring Baylor �irst, with Julie tagging along for moral support (and to scope out the snack options). 

The campus is sprawling and meticulously kept, every path lined with ancient oaks and maples, theirbranches just starting to fuzz with new green. Studentslounge on the grassy quads, books spread open, sometossing frisbees under the dappled sunlight. The dorms have that unmistakable smell of laundry detergent and microwave popcorn, and the eatery hums with the low chatter of caffeine-fueled study sessions. Even the library feels like a cathedral—cool, quiet, and a littleintimidating, with sunlight �iltering through tall windows onto rows of well-worn tables. 

The indoor pool sparkles under �luorescentlights bounces off the tile. Father is practically ready to buy Baylor T-shirts for the whole family, already

​convinced it’s the best choice—never mind that he hasn’t set foot on the Hills campus yet. 

On our way out, the football team jogs by, theircleats thudding in perfect rhythm, jerseys bright in the afternoon sun. They just wrapped up their season, butthe air already smells like fresh grass and new beginnings, as if the whole place is holding its breath for whatever comes next. 

Most of the players we pass on campus are in their �irst, second, or third year, strutting around with the kind of swagger that comes from believing you’reone step away from the big leagues. A few even walk as they’ve already been drafted—chins up, shoulders back, eyes scanning the world like it’s all just one big end zone waiting for them. 

Several hours later, after touring every corner from the shiny science labs to the echoing gym, wewrapped up. The admissions guide—a kindly older man with a tie patterned like tiny books—shakes my hand and tells me to reach out whenever I’m ready. I promiseI’ll be in touch, feeling the weight of his hopeful smile. 

Dad is silent on the way to the car, but his excitement is practically fogging up the windows. Hepacks his cigarettes with a familiar, nervous snap, linesthem up on the dash like tiny white soldiers, and stares out at the campus as if he can will me into enrollment. When we �inally get into the SUV, the air is thick with unspoken opinions. Dad turns to me, brow furrowed, and asks, “You’ll think about it?” The question sounds more like a challenge than a suggestion. 

​“Yeah, I was accepted to both. I want to see Hills before making the choice. I am the one who has to go. So, yeah, I want to make my own choice of what is best for me.” “You mean what will be easier for you to goof off ?” 

“You know I have those slacker tendencies. A chance to lick windows when I don’t wear my helmet.” The death stare from him was shooting a dagger into my head. 

He looks at mom, “Couldn’t stop at one, couldwe? Too late, isn’t it?” He faces forward. I looked over at Julie and tilted my head sideways, crossed my eyes, andhooked my �inger into the side of my mouth and pulled. She is trying not to lose it. Mom is giving me one of those looks. She’s going to pop on me real soon. If she does, it will be deserved. 

Two days later, we toured the Hills campus, completing my marathon of college tours. Hills is a farcry from Baylor—no sprawling lawns or gothic arches, just a tidy cluster of brick buildings, a handful of old oaks leaning over the walkways, and a parking lot that actually has open spaces. It’s smaller, quieter—moresmall-town charm than big-university buzz. There’s alittle cafe ́ that smells like burnt coffee and cinnamon rolls, and the main building’s trophy case is �illed with local awards, faded yearbook photos, and the sort of sports memorabilia that looks like it’s seen more dust than action. The whole place feels familiar, like the backdrop to a hundred childhood afternoons. 

As April approaches, I �inish the �inal application for Hills College and mail it in, the envelope �lappingnervously in my hands like it knows it’s about to start something big. I decided to spring the news on my parents over dinner, imagining their jaws dropping into 

​the mashed potatoes. I sent Baylor a glossy thank-youfor accepting me, but I chose a different path. When I 

�inally tell my parents, the silence at the table is so thick you could’ve heard a fork drop �ifty miles away. Even the family dog looked up from his bowl, sensing he’d missedthe start of a very juicy argument. 

“So, you weren’t going to discuss this with your mother and me?” I don’t think they like my choice. 

“No, I know what school I like. Hills. It's right down the road.” My father shook his head. 

“Good going, dumb ass, you should have picked Baylor. The more elite school.” My brother snaps at me. 

“No prodigy child number one, I didn’t want to. I wasleaving it for your genius levels of knowledge, oh mighty brainy one.” 

“Brainy is not even a word.” I stop and look at our parents. 

“Making this one,” pointing at my brother, “Used that shallow end of the gene pool. Smoke pot before fornicating?” I look at my brother, “Fornicating means sex or, in your terminology, doing it.” 

He kicks me under the table, a not-so-subtlesibling message, and Dad snickers at the jab—familycommunication at its �inest. Truth be told, I inheritedmy mom’s razor-sharp sarcasm; her side of the family could turn a dinner conversation into a comedy roast in under �ive minutes. Mom’s lessons in wit were as essential as learning to ride a bike or parallel park a tractor. 

Graduation looms just days away, the air thick with anticipation and the faint scent of new beginnings (and maybe a little barbecue smoke drifting in from a 

​neighbor’s yard). In the fall, I’m set to start college, butfor now, my parents have blessed me with a summer off from my usual afternoon gig at the hotel—thoughmanagement promptly took advantage and upped my hours to a full 40 per week. I man the front desk with another clerk, �ielding everything from lost room keys to late-night snack emergencies. Thanks to high turnover, Iscore weekends off, so my weekdays run from ten to seven, leaving the evenings wide open for whatever mischief or freedom I can �ind.

On graduation night, a bunch of us gather in a farmer’s �ield for a bon�ire big enough to guide lost airplanes. The smoky air buzzes with laughter, countrymusic, and the kind of stories that will get better (andless true) with every retelling. Nights like these are notorious for summer �lings and spontaneous bad decisions, but I’m not interested in either. I’m still a card-carrying virgin and have every intention of keeping it that way, much to the disappointment of ninth-gradeBrent, who I almost let myself talk into a questionablebackseat adventure. Poor guy—he survived, and so did I.There are plenty of opportunities for trouble out there, but for now, I’d rather stick with s’mores and sarcasm. 

I’m pretty enough that I’ve been asked out more times than I can count, though sometimes it feels like the invitations are more about curiosity than romance— everyone wants to know what it’s like to date a 

Spring�ield. Truth is, I’ve got bigger �ish to fry than high school heartbreak. I want to get school �inished before diving into anything meaningful. Relationships seem like time-sinks I can’t afford right now; anything serious would just end up on the chopping block when �inals

​roll around. Dating is a game of hit and miss, with more misses than home runs. 

To make matters worse, my last name is practically legendary around here—right up there with the Perrys in the next town over. Both clans are famous for wild streaks and celebrations that never seem to end quietly. Family reunions are the stuff of local lore: 

bon�ires so bright they could signal satellites, uncleswho dance on tables, and �ireworks that may or may not have been entirely legal. It’s hard to �ly under the radar when every new friend’s parents already have a storyabout your cousin and a goat at last year’s county fair. Around here, being a Spring�ield is less about blending in and more about leaving a memorable (andoccasionally infamous) impression. 

In the middle of an open �ield, the bon�ire blazes high—crackling mesquite logs sending sparks spiraling into a velvet-black sky. The air is thick with the scent of smoke, cheap beer, and the faint sweetness of 

wild�lowers trampled underfoot. About thirty of us circle the �ire, red Solo cups in hand, voices rising in laughter and song. The night is warm, the kind of Texas night where the only thing louder than the cicadas is the stories being spun around the �lames. 

Matt, the star football player, is weaving through the crowd like he’s dodging invisible linebackers, eyesbloodshot and unfocused. He’s been trying to �lirt with me for years, always with that cocky half-grin that girls either swoon over or roll their eyes at. He’s not a bully, but he has a sixth sense for the social pecking order— never seen with anyone he deems "average" or beneath his status. Tonight, he’s drifting from group to group, 

​slurring compliments, his steps loose and unpredictable, clearly more than a little drunk— possibly high. His bravado looks a lot shakier under the bon�ire’s �lickering light. 

Matt stumbles in the direction of the truck where I’m perched, but one of his teammates intercepts him— giving me the perfect moment to hop down and vanish into the shadows. No way am I starring in a cautionaryafter-school special tonight. I make my way past the clusters of pickup trucks parked in a wide arc around the bon�ire. Truck beds over�low with coolers—icerattling against cans and bottles. Farther from the �ire, smaller groups lean against tailgates, swapping stories and secrets. 

Out here, the cops aren’t exactly a secret. Everyone knows they drive by now and then, headlightssweeping the �ields, but nobody’s too worried. This is a small town—half the of�icers graduated from the same high school, and most of them probably have their own bon�ire stories. There’s comfort in the way everyone knows everyone, in the easy rhythm of parties that have played out in these �ields for generations. It’s a littlewild, a little reckless, and exactly what summer is supposed to feel like. 

“Where did Kimmie go? She was looking for me.” Mattcalls out loud. 

“Dude, she went to the lake. I thought you were with her?” I love and hate Julie. “She said you two were supposed to have a good time tonight.” 

“She did? I need to go to the lake. Tanks Julie.” He slurs almost incoherently. 

​What’s amazing is that someone actually managed to corral Matt’s drunk ass into a car and drive him away. The only reason I know he’s gone is that he’syelling out the window on the driver's side, “Take me to the lake. I am going to fuck Kimmie tonight!” Poor dumb bastard—he never did learn the art of subtlety. 

I crawl out from behind my hiding spot, tuggingdown my short blue jean shorts and adjusting my half shirt, and claim a spot on the tailgate with a cold drink in hand. The music is still blaring, and the bon�irethrows wild shadows on the faces of the last few partiers left standing. By now, most of us are trashed— slumped in truck beds, sprawled in the grass, or dancing barefoot in the dirt like we’re auditioning for a countrymusic video. 

It’s late, but the party hasn’t lost its edge. Just as I’m settling in, a car comes barreling down the gravel road, its headlights bouncing over ruts and potholes. Conversation falters, and all eyes swing toward the commotion. For a split second, every instinct in me screams to hide or bolt—because in a small town, younever really know if the next arrival is a friend, a cop, ortrouble in a pickup truck. 

“Julie, where is your car? No wait.” I run to my cousin Adam, “ Adam, where is your truck?” I’m hammered, andagain, after school special is approaching quickly. Weboth duck down, pulling the cooler with us. Julie and several others follow suit. 

I climb into the truck, and Adam slides behind the wheel. He starts the engine and carefully navigates the crowded driveway as we leave the party. About nine other cars follow suit as we make our way to the main 

​road. Around midnight, we �inally arrived at the cliffs. The spot is already busy, with about �ifteen other cars parked and the sounds of laughter and splashing drifting up from the water below. We crash the juniors' party, excited to see all the faces of those entering their senior year. Becky and several others I know are dancing around the �ire, their shadows �lickering in the �irelight. The air is thick with anticipation and summer energy, as music pulses through the night and friends greet each other with shouts and hugs. The cliffside feels alive, every moment promising new memories. 

“Kimm!” She yells, holding a bottle of Mad Dog 20/20grape. Her hand lands on me like a bag of feed across my shoulders. “Matt was just here looking for you, talkingabout fucking you tonight.” I grab the bottle and take a large drink. 

“I know, he yelled that from the bon�ire and went to the lake, I thought.” We both laughed. “He came back, andwe left, so we didn’t lie. I was at the lake. He didn’t askwhen.” 

The night ends with several of us passing out in the bed of trucks, inside vehicles, and on the ground. Iwas in front of Adam’s truck. What woke me up was the shaking and moaning. Adam and Becky are going at it in the back seat. 

“What the hell. Next time, tell me to fricken leave, Adam!” I slam the door and wait by the cliffs. Severalcars pulled up. 

“We thought we would �ind you here,” Jess calls out. Helooks me up and down. I know he is checking out my long legs and big tits. I’m southern, not stupid. “Matt has been looking for you all over the place. Do you know all the places he made me go?” 

​“Back off. That is not my fault. I never told him I wasgoing to sleep with him or even get together.” Adam rolls down the window. I can still see his ass, and he is still balls deep in this girl. 

“Jess, you think it is smart to mess with my cousin in this town. You know who our family is. Not to mention, they can call out to the Perrys to join in some action. Becareful, man, the Tokyo bar is not that far from us.” Adam looks over, “I will be done in a minute, Kimmie.” He rolls the window up. 

Never, am I ever sitting in the back seat of this truck again. The old upholstery squeaks as we bounce along the uneven. My cousin is right—females in our families are very protected, watched over by a networkof mothers, aunts, and older brothers whose gazes always seem to �ind us, even in a crowd. With one cousin married to a Perry woman, the families grew a littlelarger at family reunions, each gathering a wild, noisyaffair with kids darting between picnic tables and elders swapping family lore beneath the shade of old oak trees. An open invitation meant you never quite knew how many cousins—or cousins’ cousins—would show up, but everyone was welcomed with a plate of food and a story.

What makes Adam more deadly is that he’s apatched member. His in�luence can reach distances, andhis reputation seems to precede him wherever we go, making people step aside or nod in wary respect. Jessand I talk quietly about where they went, our voices lowered so Adam can’t hear, and the drunken hell he had to deal with earlier in the night. I pop the tops of 

​two beers, the faint hiss lost in the sounds of laughter and music drifting from the bon�ire, and hand one over. 

Out in the �ield, Matt is sprawled on the grass, passed out with his dick in his hand, giving us time to make fun of him without mercy. The night feels endless, stitched together by inside jokes and the soft glow of headlights in the distance. Several more parties happened throughout the summer, each one blurring into the next. I went to work, taking the summer off from school, the days spent in the heat and the nights chasing memories with the same group of friends under a sky thick with stars. 

On the morning of registration, the air is already warm, carrying the scent of fresh-cut grass and gasoline. Mom sits on the creaking porch swing, gently rocking back and forth, her gaze drifting between her coffee mug and Dad, who’s hunched over an open hood. Two of my uncles sprawl across the gravel driveway, toolsscattered around them as they juggle repairs on not just one, but three cars all at once. The metallic clang of wrenches and bursts of laughter punctuate the morning stillness. Each time they reach a stopping point, theyabandon their current project, moving on to the next vehicle, leaving a trail of half-�inished repairs and greased smudges in their wake. 

“ And you wonder why I don’t let them change the oil on the truck. I want it done in less than a month.” Momshakes her head. 

“It’s called a warranty and a free oil change when you buy a new car, sweetie. Where are you off to?” 

I sit beside her, “Going to register for classes. Do you need anything from Hillsboro?” 

​“ A cure for ADHD.” They are moving to the next car with tools in hand. Nothing was completed on the second car. “I called it.” They were not surprised when my brother was diagnosed with ADHD. 

The door opens to my brother holding a sandwich, “Who was diagnosed with what?” He takes a huge bite. 

“You for dumb ass disease.” I kissed Mom on the cheek and headed towards the truck. 

“Fuck YOOOOUUUU!” He yells. 

“You keep coming with all those well thought out come backs, sweetie.” I start the truck, pretending not to notice the way Adam watches me, trying to prevent hurting his feelings like I usually do. The engine grumbles to life. The drive to Hills College winds past golden �ields and faded billboards, sunlight �lickeringthrough the window and warming my arm as I rest it on the sill. It takes about thirty minutes, though the road feels longer when my mind drifts. Hills is just ten minutes from where I work, close enough that I sometimes imagine what it would be like to have my own place—somewhere quiet, where I could come and go without explanation. 

I think about the �ive thousand dollars I’vestashed away, hidden in a stuffed bear tucked deep in the closet. With about �ifty of them lined up on the shelf, no one would ever bother to look through all those button eyes and stitched-on smiles. I remember Mom and her relentless cleaning habits, how nothing ever stayed hidden from her for long. Maybe I’ll move the money, slip it under the dresser where there’s a �lap on the side—away from the door, easy to open and close 

​when I need it. The thought brings a small sense of control, a secret world tucked away from everyone else. 

I pull into the sunbaked parking lot where I’msupposed to register for my classes. The truck’s metaldoor burns my hand as I close it, and the heat radiates off the asphalt in shimmering waves. Sweat beads on my forehead and runs down my back, soaking into my shirt as I wipe my face for the hundredth time—no AC, justthe sti�ling air pressing in from all sides. I feel like a drowned rat, my hair plastered to my neck, clothesclinging uncomfortably. Around me, other students emerge from their cars, squinting against the glare, all of us united in the slow, miserable walk across the parking lot—our own little march of hell toward the building. 

As soon as we step inside, the cool blast of air conditioning rushes over us, raising goosebumps and making us sigh with relief. The lobby is a hive of activity, voices echoing beneath harsh �luorescent lights. Severaltables are lined up, each manned by tired-looking staff members who are accepting students. Some people are already gathering their paperwork, others wait in clusters for friends, or eye the snaking lines with resignation. Judging from the crowd, I decided to join the group that’s sitting along the wall, staking out a spotfor the wait ahead. 

I take a seat beside a dark-haired girl dressed to the nines—stiletto heels, a sleek black dress, and a Prada bag that probably costs more than my whole semester. Compared to her, my slacks, dress shirt, and�lats feel plain, almost invisible, but I remind myself: that’s right, classy as hell in my own way. 

​I take a seat, the cool vinyl pressing against the backs of my legs as I shift to get comfortable. The girl beside me glances up from her phone, and we exchange a brief, knowing smile—a silent acknowledgment of our shared predicament. There’s an unspoken camaraderie between strangers caught in the same waiting game. I

�idget with the strap of my bag, listening to the dull hum of conversation and the occasional clatter of a droppedpen echoing across the lobby. 

The clock on the far wall seems to mock us as an hour crawl by, the line refusing to shrink. Sweat from the earlier walk still lingers on my skin, sticky beneath my collar. More students trickle in, the air growing thick with impatience and the scent of body spray and coffee. I know I’ll have to register eventually, but the thought of standing in that endless line makes my legs ache preemptively. I start mentally plotting ways to minimize my time on my feet, scanning the crowd for any signs of a shortcut or an opening. 

“Hi,” I turn towards her. “Looks like we are going to be here for a while unless we do some teamwork. I don’tthink I’m going to make it through this line without damn near peeing my pants, and judging by movement, there needs to be some teamwork to make this dream work.” She laughs and looks at the line. 

“What do you have in mind?” Her accent is strong, Brookland, New York, somewhere on the East Coast. 

“What do you have in mind?” Her accent rolls out thick and unmistakable, pure Brooklyn or maybe somewhere else on the East Coast, with clipped words and a rhythmic lilt. She draws out the vowels, her voice 

​cutting through the low din of the crowded lobby, and I catch the faintest whiff of something �loral—maybe her perfume—mixing with the aroma of coffee and the sterile scent of �loor polish. Her eyes are sharp, curious, but there’s a spark of humor at the corners of her mouth, like she’s already in on a joke I haven’t heard yet. 

“I am fricking starving, and I still have to register. Wecan join the line together and move at a snail's pace, starving to death, or sit in line together. In �ive minutes, I'll go get food while you hold our place, and we won’tstarve to death. Also, we can use the bathroom when we need to.” I look at her desperately. “Please say yes. I’m sofed up and hungry. College so far is bullshit! I feel like quitting, and I haven’t even started.” She laughs. 

She shakes her head, a sly grin tugging her lips. “Let's do it. I’m fucking hungry too.” When she stands, her stilettos add inches, and for a moment she towers over me. Her posture is regal yet tinged with de�iance, as if she’s daring the world to challenge her choice of footwear. In the back of the line, we stand together, thehum of voices swirling around us as we talk. The

�luorescent lights overhead glint off her dark hair, highlighting the sharp lines of her jaw and the playful spark in her eyes. 

“I know those fricken shoes are killing you. What size are your feet?” 

“They are killing me. I am size seven.” 

“I’ll be back with food and shoes.” She nods, a gratefulsmile �lickering across her face. The heat hits me like a wall as I step outside, sunlight bouncing off the windshields and turning the parking lot into a shimmering mirage. Sliding into my truck feels like 

​stepping into an oven—my skin prickles with sweat, and the seat scorches through my clothes. The burger joint’s drive-thru smells like grease and salt, the scent lingering on my �ingers as I juggle a bag of food and my old running shoes from the backseat. When I hurry back inside, the cool air is a shock. She hasn’t ventured far, shifting her weight from foot to foot, her shoulders tensing every time she adjusts her aching feet in the stilettos. 

“It is hot as a son of a bitch out there.” I handed her a drink. 

“Oh, thank god.” She took a sip coke. I handed her the bag and took out my �lats. “I don’t have stinky feet. Sohere are these. Not that great, but better than what you are wearing in these dreadful stilettos.” 

She slips my running shoes on, her relief obvious as she �lexes her toes inside the worn fabric and lets out a soft sigh. Her stilettos disappear into the bag with a dramatic thunk, and we take our place in line, balancinggreasy burgers and fries on paper wrappers. The food tastes like heaven after hours of waiting, salty and hot, the kind of meal that leaves your �ingers shining and your stomach �inally settling. Time stretches as we inch forward, voices and laughter rising and falling around us. My legs ache, but sharing food with her makes the wait easier—like we’re in on some private joke together. 

After �ive hours, the process feels endless. Iglance back and the line behind us snakes even farther than before, a river of restless faces and shifting bodies. “Think we should go up together? We both put time into this.” The lady calls me next. I locked my arm into the dark-haired girl’s arm, and we walked up together. 

​“ Are you two together?” The receptionist asks, pushingup her glasses. 

“Today, after that line, yes.” The receptionist lifts one 

brow.

“Kimmie, I know your dad, Douglas, don’t make me call him.” Dammit. Small towns. Look over at the dark- haired girl. “I hate small towns.” 

“Sweetie, your paperwork, please.” She looks at the paperwork for a moment. “ Angela Lombardi. Italian.” “ Are you from Italy?” She asks. 

“No, I am from New York. Near Bronx.” Because of others' nosiness, her name is Angela, and she is from somewhere near the Bronx. She stated rather loudly. “Welcome to Texas. Hillsboro, to be exact.” She types a couple of things and presses Enter repeatedly. “Kimmie, here is your schedule, and Angela, here is yours. Please get familiar with the campus and have a great day.” All that waiting for a ten-minuteintroduction. We leave the table confused. 

“I will never get that time back.” Angela laughs. 

We fall into easy small-talk as we wait, her accent softening as she tells me her father bought her a househere, so she’d have a place while in school. There’s a

�licker of loneliness in her voice when she admits she’shere alone, not knowing anyone or the area yet. Theafternoon sun glints off the windshields as we �inallymake it out to the parking lot. She heads toward a sleek, cherry-red sports car that looks almost too polished for this dusty lot, the sunlight catching on its chrome details. I catch her glancing across the rows at my battered old truck, and her eyes widen in surprise, anopen curiosity lighting up her face. 

​“Is that yours?” Points at the truck with amazement. “That is my truck, Baby Jesus. Cause every time dads get in with me, that is what he screams. Girl, I thought he changed my name to Baby Jesus once.” She is amused by my story, which made me like her more. 

“Think you can take me for a ride in it one day?” 

“You know what, since you are by yourself, let’s dropyour car off at your house, we will take a sweet ride in the truck so you can get to know the area!” 

I follow her to her place, the evening air �inallysoftening as the heat of the day fades. The temperature drops to something almost pleasant, a gentle breeze carrying the scent of cut grass and warm earth through the open windows. The sun hangs low and lazy on the horizon, painting the sky in streaks of orange and pink. To my surprise, we pull into the driveway of Julie’shouse—the same one I’d glimpsed months ago, whenmen in dark suits gathered on the porch, voices low and serious. 

She waves me inside with a welcoming smile. The front yard is perfectly manicured, each blade of grass standing at attention, and a tidy patio set glints on the side of the house near the back door. Inside, theblast of air conditioning is almost startling after the sticky heat outside. The rooms are freshly carpeted, thefurniture is new and carefully arranged, and every detail suggests a home built with attention to detail and a touch of luxury. 

“My father did a lot for this place before I moved here. He wasn’t too happy when I chose a college so far from New York.” She set her things down. 

​“My dad was mad I chose one out of convenience of distance. I don’t want to drive that far. Baylor. Notinterested.” 

She went back and changed. When she returned, she was in normal pants and a T-shirt with clean white shoes. I imagine she is more comfortable now than at registration. She gathers her things, and we head out the door. 

“Come on, girl. Let’s take a ride in Baby Jesus!” We both get in, and I tear ass down the road. Laughter and cheers rang out as I took the dirt road, �linging rocks and sliding in turns. We reach the entrance to my driveway when I slow down and drive responsibly. Likea responsible person, I pulled in and came to a stop at a reasonable pace. Dad was watching us as we got out and walked onto the porch, where Mom was sitting. 

Not a hello, how are you doing, kiss my ass, “Youknow old man Bob called right.” 

“Did he want to talk about vegetable gardens and �lowerbeds?” 

“No. He wanted to talk about the dumb ass driving a brown truck recklessly, sliding around corners.” “Momma, he's right there. Why aren’t you talking to him then? Why are you mad at me?” I smile big at my brother. 

“Cause you are the dumb ass I need to talk to.” Myfeelings are so hurt; I’d �ile a complaint if there was an HR department for families. “Both of you, get in the house! You're helping cook dinner for antics.” She opens the door for us, and I wonder if emotional damages include being forced to chop onions. 

“You don’t even know her.” I point at Angelia. 

​“What is your name, honey?” Mom has a thoughtful look on her face. 

“ Angela,” she says, and I realize I probably should have issued a survival guide for meeting my mom. 

“Now I know her. Both of you get your ass in the house. You're helping me cook dinner for both your antics 

today.”

We are in the kitchen peeling potatoes. I look up at Angela, and she has a big smile on her face. When I got her attention, I mouth “I’m sorry.” She mouths back, “This is great!” Her smile grew wider. Once we were 

�inished, we stayed in the kitchen as Mom asked twenty questions. Before long, Angela falls right into place. Soonit will be time to eat dinner when my shirtless brother and dad walk in. I guess I have to introduce them to Angela. 

“ Angela, this is my dad, Douglas, and that prodigy over there is my brother Chris.” He leans on the frame of the door, trying to act cool. “Mom and Dad put all their eggs in that basket.” 

“Shut up.” He shouts. 

“He is the reason why they have special instructions on tea packages,” I explain. 

“It only happened one time.” He tosses his hands in the air. 

“Point proven.” I thought Angela was going to piss herself; she was laughing so hard. We sat at the dinner table and ate while talking about our day. As long as I can remember, there was never a time we didn’t eat as a family. Even better, she was included in as dad asked how her registration went. 

​Angela and I start school with slightly busy schedules—by which I mean, we both forgot what “freetime” looked like. Most of my so-called downtime was spent with her and friends, running around, binge- watching movies, and debating if popcorn counts as a vegetable. She’d either crash at my place or I’d end up at hers. After three months in, I basically had squatter’srights to a bedroom in her house. It was just her anyway, and she insisted—plus, my collection of mismatched socks needed the extra space. 

Around December �irst, after a formal summit between my family and Angela’s (complete with the ceremonial passing of the casserole dish), I of�iciallymoved in. Honestly, not much has changed except for who got to complain about cooking and who got to pretend cleaning was a competitive sport. 

In the middle of December, Angela went horseback riding for the �irst time with Julie and me. Wewandered scenic trails and open �ields, Angela clinging to the reins like an extra in a rodeo blooper reel. Shetook a triumphant sel�ie of us and sent it to her father. Oddly enough, that was the �irst time she ever mentioned him—people have their reasons when it comes to family or the past, or maybe she was just hoping he’d be impressed she hadn’t fallen off the horse. 

Angela and I went to my parents’ house three days before Christmas, where the place was already humming with anticipation of the holiday. The halls were decked in garlands and twinkled lights, the air heavy with the scent of cinnamon and roasting ham. Angela is leaving for New York in the morning, and my insistent mother—never one to let anyone leave 

​hungry—was determined to feed her as if she were about to embark on a cross-country marathon. Nothingstops Mother when she is in her mother’s hen state; she�litted around the dining room, re�illing plates and pressing leftovers into Tupperware with the ef�iciencyof a seasoned general. 

We ate until we were stuffed, laughter bouncing off the walls, stories growing more outrageous with every round of pie. The warmth of the house seeped into my bones, making the cold outside seem impossibly far away. Eventually, Angela and I bundled up and returned home to gather her things. In the kitchen, the

�luorescent light buzzed softly overhead as Angela leaned against the counter, scrolling through her phone. “Shit!” She muttered, her brow furrowing. I glanced up, sensing the shift in her mood. 

“ Are you okay?” I know Angela pretty well. There is something bothering her. 

“Okay, here it is. My father is on his way. He will be here in about an hour. And he can be ..... intense to others. Idon’t want it to scare you away. I have lost friends because of him. He can be nice once you get to know him. I don’t want to lose you as a friend.” 

I think about what she said, my mind drifting to the wild tapestry that is my own family—loud voices, bigger personalities, and a tangled web of secrets nobody ever really talks about. “You know what,” I say, my tone lighter, “it can’t be any worse than my family. Trust me, there are a lot of them, and if I took you around, you’d need a �lowchart and maybe a witnessprotection program. The af�iliations alone are enough to make a social worker sweat.” I �lash her with a reassuring smile. “So, I get what you mean. You're not 

​going to lose me. Don’t worry unless there is something to worry about.” 

“He carries a gun.” 

“Is he drunk when he has it on him?” She scowls. 

“No. He has a hazardous job.” The words hang between us, heavy with implication. I want to ask her if he’sassociated with the mob—it would �it the picture, andhonestly, it wouldn’t be the �irst time someone in my orbit had ties to something sketchy. My family in Dallas occasionally brushes shoulders with MCs and the mob, and both are intense in their own ways. The lines between danger and protection blur, and I can’t help but wonder what stories she’s leaving unsaid. 

“Just as long as I don’t start twitching around him, Ithink we’re good. That’s what the MC side of my family tells me.” I say it with a grin, but then—because the universe has a wicked sense of timing—I actually start twitching, my shoulder jerking involuntarily. We both burst out laughing, the tension dissolved for a momentas I mimed a full-body shudder. “Guess I’ll need practice before the family reunion,” I joke, trying to keep the mood light despite the shadows lurking beneath our conversation. 

She grabs my shoulders, her �ingers digging in just enough to make me stop and look at her. Her eyes are wide, the usual spark of mischief replaced by something raw and earnest. “I’m serious. My dad, attimes, is not a nice guy.” The words are low and heavy, almost swallowed up by the hush in the kitchen, and for a moment, the weight of her family’s reputation settles over us like a thick winter blanket. 

​“ Angela, I’ve been around the mob before,” I say, myvoice steady, hoping to lighten the mood. “I’m a familymember of a few MCs in this little-ass town, which, bythe way, has more secrets than streetlights. There’s a bigone here, and the mob loves doing business in places where nobody thinks to look. We’re small and quiet ... atleast, that’s what we like people to believe. Not my �irstrodeo.” 

I shrug, the gesture casual, but my heart thumping under her gaze. It’s true—I’ve brushed shoulders with the mob more times than I can count, and in my family, you learn to keep your mouth shut, your eyes open, and your loyalty close. Family is family, no matter whose name you’re yelling at Thanksgiving. Angela lets out a shaky laugh and pulls me into a tighthug, her relief mingling with the tension that still lingers in the air. 

“ Anyways, Buttery Nipples before you leave in the morning?” I ask, brandishing the bottle with my best bartender �lourish. We gather around the kitchen island, the marble cold under our elbows, and knock back a couple of shots, the sweet, creamy liqueur burning just enough to make us giggle. The Christmas tree blinks in the corner, casting rainbow re�lections on the �loor, andfor a little while, the kitchen feels like the center of the universe—warm, bright, and full of laughter. By the time her father and the others show up, we’re more than a little tipsy, the Christmas spirit running high as we belt out off-key carols and toast new memories. 

When her father walks in, he stops dead in his tracks, his gaze sweeping over us with the precision of a customs agent searching for contraband. The room 

​seems to shrink, the twinkling lights on the tree suddenly too bright, and the silence stretches out like a rubber band about to snap. I feel my cheeks �lush a deep, guilty red. Of course, it was my idea to bring out the bad habits—who else would have masterminded a round of Buttery Nipples right before a parentalentrance? My mind races, and I can’t help but think, maybe next time I’ll suggest something less incriminating—like water shots. Or, knowing my luck, someone will catch me in pink panties instead. 

“ Angela, what is going on here?” he asks, his voice a mixof disbelief and mild threat, the kind of tone that makes you instantly revert to childhood. I drop my head, suddenly fascinated by the pattern in the kitchen tile, amasterclass in the art of avoidance. My thoughts spiral: Why do I always end up in these sitcom-level awkward situations? If there were a prize for accidental trouble, I’d have a trophy shelf by now. 

“Dad, we’re just having a couple of Christmas shots before I leave for the holiday. It’s just us,” Angela says, her voice sweet but steady as she goes in for a hug. Hehugs her tightly, but over her shoulder, his eyes are locked on me—sharp, appraising, and about as warm as a January ice storm. I try to look harmless, but my nerves are buzzing. Pretty sure if looks could give wedgies, I’d be yanking my underwear out right now. Hedoesn’t like me. Got it. That’s my cue to exit, stage left. 

“So, I am going to bed,” I announce, trying to sound casual while plotting the quickest escape route. Angelacomes over, and we share a quick embrace—hersreassuring, mine slightly desperate. “I’ll let you guys catch up. I have homework.” We pull back, and I plaster

​on my best holiday smile. “Have a great Christmas, andI’ll see you soon.” 

As I shuf�le out, it hits me: I’m wearing those see- through pajama bottoms with the neon pink panties. Fantastic. I should’ve checked myself in the mirror before making my grand appearance. Too late now— between the shots and the wardrobe malfunction, Imight as well start the new year with a new reputation. 

Later, after the house had gone quiet and the only sounds were the gentle hum of the fridge and the tick of the hallway clock, I slipped into the kitchen. The air was cool, laced with the faint aroma of something sharp— gun oil, maybe, or cigar smoke. In the living room, alarge man lounged on the sofa, his presence commanding even in stillness, a hefty handgun resting casually on the coffee table. The metal caught the faint glow from a streetlamp outside, gleaming like a warning. I poured myself a glass of water, the tap gurgling too loudly in the silence, and took a couple of nervous swallows, the cold liquid doing nothing to steady my nerves. 

When I quietly closed the fridge door and turned, I nearly collided with what felt like a solid wall of midnight. Angela’s father stood there—broad- shouldered in a black T-shirt and pajama pants, hisframe �illing the doorway like a sentry posted for the night. 

“Sorry, didn’t expect anyone else to be up,” I mumble, suddenly aware of how small I feel in his presence. Hedoesn’t say a word, just �ixes me with a steady stare, hisface half-hidden in the shadows, the other half carved in 

​sharp planes by the dim light. Even his silence feels deliberate, a quiet warning not to overstep. The scent of wild musk and vanilla cigar hangs heavy in the air, wrapping around me until it’s impossible to ignore. 

He stays rooted in place, arms crossed, and for a heartbeat I wonder if he’s going to speak at all—or if he’s just measuring me up. “Okay, I’m just going to go around that way. Good night,” I stammer, edging along the kitchen island, never taking my eyes off him. Hedoesn’t move, just tracks my retreat with an unreadable expression. I make it to my room with my heart thumping in my chest, the encounter lingering like a ghost in the dark. Strange, yes—but after growing up around MCs, intimidation is practically a bedtime story. 

In the morning, they are gone. What is strange is that my door was cracked open. I didn’t leave it open last night. Maybe Angela checked on me to see if I wasawake. Who knows. It started snowing that afternoon. Ireally miss my friend. We usually have coffee together, hashing out our day. Today, the house is empty except for the �lashing Christmas tree. 

On Christmas morning, I spent the day with my parents, the house alive with the familiar chaos of the holiday. The kitchen was �illed with the sweet, comforting smell of hot chocolate bubbling on the stove, and my brother and I shuf�led into the warmth, drawn by the promise of cinnamon rolls and thick slices of bacon. Laughter echoed off the walls as we swapped gifts in our mismatched pajamas, the living room a riotof discarded wrapping paper and twinkling lights. 

​Mom, in her element, worked at the stove and by the window, already dividing up cuts from the pig she’dbutchered for the holiday—hams and sausages destined for the freezer, the air tinged with the rich, savory scent of roasting meat. The day passed in a haze of second helpings and stories from years past. 

By evening, I found myself sprawled on the couch, belly full, happiness settling in like a warmblanket. I wore my new pajama top—long, soft, and

�leecy—letting the glow of the Christmas tree and the fading light outside lull me toward sleep, content and cozy in the heart of family tradition. My Facetime rings. It Angela, “Merry Christmas.” She yells, almoststumbling. 

“Someone is drinky tonight. How are you? Oh, and kind of miss you.” 

She hiccups. “What are you doing?” She slurs. I turn my phone so that she can see the pages. 

“School work. I need a break.” I padded to the kitchen and looked in the fridge. 

“Do a shot with me?” 

She walks into what appears to be a kitchen. Shepulls a couple of things out and two glasses. I see her father in the background, looking at me. He really doesn’t like me with the way he is staring into my soul with those piercing dark eyes. 

“Dad, come here.” He comes closer into view. 

“Merry Christmas, Sir.”

“Carlo.” His voice is deep and like liquid velvet. I shakemy head up and down. 

“Cheers!” I say, holding my drink. Angela shoots her drink, almost falling over. “I’m going to bed. I love you. Bye.” 

​“Love you too.” She sets the phone down without hanging up. I’m confused for a moment until Carlo comes into view. 

“We will see you tomorrow morning.” Oh fuck. He hangs up. 

That is strange. Angela is not due home for another week. Wonder if her mom made other plans, cutting the trip. No matter what, I would love to have her back. Around seven in the morning, someone opens the door, and it closes shortly behind. Angela must have taken a personal plane or something. I fell back asleep. In my dreams, I kept having the same dream: someonewatching me. When I looked at my door, it was closed. Finally, at eight, I dragged my body out of bed to see my friend and �ind out what was going on. In my elf slippers, no bra, and a sleep shirt that barely covers my panty ass, I stopped suddenly. 

Carlo is in the kitchen, sunlight pouring in through the window and casting golden stripes across his bare chest. He’s wearing nothing but silk pajama pants, the dark fabric clinging to his hips and catching the light with every slow movement. My heart threatens to beat out of my chest, a �lutter of nerves and something electric humming beneath my skin. He leans back against the counter, muscles shifting under smooth skin, and glances at me more than once, his gaze lingering, eyes dark and unreadable. Each time, he bites his bottom lip, the gesture half thoughtful, halfchallenge, leaving my mind spinning. 

“Good morning, Kimmie. Angela’s mother decided she wanted her daughter for a week. I have business in 

​town. You will not see much of me.” With my best face and trying to calm my nerves, “No problem, Sir.” “Please, Carlo.” Side of his mouth lifts. Another large, muscular man stood beside me. I look back at the couch. “Carlo,” I whisper. Just tasting the word felt untamed and wrong. This is my friend’s father. 

“There are other rooms if you want to use one of them. Ibelieve the linen is clean.” He didn’t say anything and looked over at Carlo. I know this dynamic. The silent conversation lasted just one minute before the large man returned to the couch. 

“I will be going out soon. Do you need anything while I am out?” He moved around the island and stood a hair'sbreadth between us. 

He leans in, his breath warm against my ear. “Some wine would be nice. Whatever you like.” Thewords curl around me, smooth as velvet, and for a moment I forget how to breathe. He straightens to his full height, the muscles in his back shifting beneath his skin as he disappears behind the last door on the left, leaving a trail of heat and confusion in his wake. Whatthe hell was that? 

Shaken, I retreat to the shower, letting the hot water pound against my skin in a futile attempt to wash away the lingering charge in the air. But even after I leave, the memory of his voice clings to me. There’s noway I can spend the whole day alone with him—mynerves are stretched thin, and every glance feels like a dare. 

The next �ive days blur into a restless game of cat and mouse. He’s everywhere and nowhere: a shadowmoving past the hallway, a low laugh from another 

​room, the scent of cologne lingering in the kitchen. Atnight, desire coils tight inside me—I �ind myself tangled in sheets, restless, taking care of the ache he leaves behind. I tiptoe through the darkness, wary of running into him, never knowing when he’ll emerge from the shadows. Once, I hear female laughter drifting from behind a closed door, and jealousy prickles sharp and unexpected. Maybe he has company. Maybe I’m one of many drawn to his orbit, circling but never quite touching. 

Try not to make a sound. I walk into the kitchen to get something to drink when he is standing in the middle. The moon outlines him, drinking a glass of water, standing naked and erect. Really erect! That is a lucky girl, whoever she is. He lowers the glass and looks over at me. We make eye contact. I ran back to my room. I’m not that thirsty. Thinking about future plans, I needbottled water for the room. At seven, I had to be at work. 

Which is a relief. When I left the house, one of his men was escorting a female out the door. He kissed her before she lowered herself into a cab and left. 

“Kimmie, would you mind picking up tomato sauce before coming home? I plan to cook dinner tonight.” Ikept my eyes on his face even though everything in me wanted to look down. 

“Okay, is there a particular one you would like?” Keepingmy voice stable, I hope he doesn’t see me breathing 

heavy.

“Carlo.” 

Unlike most days, this one slipped past in a blur, each hour folding into the next until the sun is already dipping low outside. I drag my feet at the store, 

​pretending to browse, but all I �ind are two lonely cans of tomato sauce—hardly enough to justify the slow, anxious walk through the aisles. The �luorescent lights �licker overhead, making the world feel washed out, surreal. My palms are clammy as I �inally head home, clutching my pitiful purchase like it’s some kind of shield. 

When I walk through the door, the house is alive with the low hum of voices. Carlo and a few others cluster in the kitchen. I set the cans on the counter. Ahush settles, and I catch the weight of their glances— curious, assessing—before they turn away and resume their conversation in murmurs, as if sharing secrets I’mnot meant to hear. The air feels thick, charged with something unspoken. 

I try to slip past unnoticed, but Carlo peels away from the group and follows. He moves quietly, predatory-smooth, and when he stops behind me, thespace between us shrinks until I can feel the warmth of his breath on my neck. “ Angela will be home tonight,” hemurmurs, his lips so close to my ear that a shiver ripples down my spine. The words vibrate in the hush, leavingme rooted in place, every nerve on edge. Angela should be here soon. 
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​Chapter 2 

Kimmie
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It’s well past midnight when Angela �inallyarrives, headlights sweeping across the driveway and cutting through the deep hush of the night. She steps out of the car, shadows clinging to her, her hair tousled and eyes rimmed with exhaustion—but there’s a sparkbeneath the fatigue, a barely contained excitement at being home. The air is crisp and tinged with the faint smell of engine oil drifting from the garage, where her father and a handful of men huddle over low, murmuredconversations and the occasional clink of tools. 

I meet Angela at the door, and she gives me a weary, grateful smile as I help her juggle bags and jackets, our footsteps muf�led on the hallway’s thick rug. The house is quiet, heavy with the late hour, but in the glow of the kitchen lights, her presence brings a sense of relief and anticipation, like the �irst breath after a long

j ourney.

“So, my mother is something else with her new boyfriend,” Angela sighs, her voice heavy with a blend of frustration and disbelief. She drops her elbows onto the counter, the gesture weary and dramatic, and lets her head fall into her hands for a moment. “Five minutes with her and her boyfriend was all I could take. Thetension in the room was thicker than gravy. I called my dad, and within �ive days, he bought me a ticket out of my personal hell.” 

She sits upright, her eyes �lickering with a mix of annoyance
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