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      Three reasons I’m getting in a car with a stranger

      by Josie Woodmere:

      1. My piece of crap car is on fire on the side of the highway.

      2. The guy in the truck doesn’t look like a murderer… in fact, he’s hot.

      3. Even if he tries something, I’m confident I could take him.

      Hottie in the truck, Brinn McRae turns out to be straight-laced and so not my type. Plus, I’m not looking for romance. I have to find a job and my estranged brother.

      The universe must have different plans because the first job my Daytona temp agency sends me to is Brinn’s flight school. And if I thought we weren’t compatible before, working in his small office makes me question my feelings. The only problem is I’m not sure if I want to loosen his straight-laces or choke him with them.

      I don’t know if he’s man I want, but I’m positive I’m the girl he needs.
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      Karma is a dirty hag.

      Here I am, an hour out of Beaufort. It’s hot, I’m hungry, and my car is a piece of shit. It’s gone and called it a day. Black smoke pours out from under the hood and the stench of something burning could almost make me lose my appetite. Almost. If I wasn’t a stress eater. To make matters worse, when I got out of the car, my phone charger got caught on the seatbelt and fell, landing between the door and the seat. I noticed it as I was slamming the door, using all my fury in the push, and effectively crushed the charger, leaving bits of black plastic littered on the ground.

      I grab the flower I have tucked into my hair, throw it down, then stomp it into the pavement before I move to the passenger side door and jerk it open.

      After removing the title from the glove box, I sign the car away. It’s someone else’s problem now. Then I dig in my bag for my phone, ready to search for a charity to donate the car, but once I pull it out I find the battery empty.

      Karma. I knew it would catch up with me, eventually. A girl doesn’t live like I do without accruing some bad juju. Since walking out on my fiancée, Max, two years ago, I’ve dumped guys via text messages, ended a second engagement by changing my Facebook status, and just today I dumped a Marine by leaving a note on his house door.

      For additional kicks, I quit my job as a hotel desk clerk this morning with no notice whatsoever. It’s only right that my car would shit the bed, too. In all fairness, it’s not that I set out to be a cold-hearted bitch. I just don’t do long term. I’m up-front with all parties involved, but this is my life and I don’t plan on living it for others. Nothing sounds worse to me than working the job, monogamy dating, and not experiencing anything new. I’ve been there, done that, and burned the T-shirt in a campfire ceremony in Small Town, Texas where “Josie Woodmere, a rising phoenix” was launched.

      When I woke this morning, and the plan for the day ahead of me was best described as familiar rut, I tossed my personal effects into the few bags I own and left the hotel, steering my 2000 Saturn hatchback—affectionately termed Freckles because of the sheer volume of Bondo patches that comprise my paint job—toward the southbound interstate, stopping only at Nick’s house to leave the farewell card.

      It’s the least I can do, say goodbye and wish him luck in his future endeavors, thanking him for teaching me how to shoot a gun, for showing me a good time, and for being a friend. Though karma’s probably right, I should’ve taken the time to tell him in person, but I’m a girl on a mission to move on and friendly farewells tend to be long, drawn-out affairs. Especially when the guy in question is getting far too attached, asking me to leave clothes at his place and calling me at work just to say hello. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. It’s sweet really, but not for me.

      Jerking my rolling suitcase from the trunk, I swing my tote and mat across my back and pull my sunglasses from atop my head. The last road sign said the next exit is nine miles away. It’s going to be a long walk, so I might as well get to it. Had I known what sort of day I’d be facing, I certainly wouldn’t have worn my wedge heels and long maxi skirt. The only smart item on my body is my tank top, and I’m fortunate that I’ve pulled my long hair into one equally long, fat braid.

      Cars speed past me, kicking up small pebbles and sand, some pelting me on the arm. Some jackasses honk, wolf whistle, or call out obscenities. Others just hang their asses out the window. I reach into my bag and touch the .38 Special Nick gave me for my birthday. It’s times like now that I’m glad I pack heat. I’m debating switching out my wedge shoes for my runners when a four-door truck pulls onto the shoulder ahead of me. It’s an expensive one that’s made for towing and comfort, and the placard on the tailgate advertises Alliance Aviation, Daytona Beach.

      Have I caught my first break?

      It backs up toward me and stops ten feet away. Cautiously, I walk to the passenger door, hand in my purse on my gun. The window is down and some guy hangs out his head.

      I place him immediately. Suite 501. Last night.

      The one with his head out the window is the younger brother of a much larger, and if my eidetic memory serves, unbelievably hot guy. An incredibly serious, must-have-a-corn-cob-up-his-ass, straight-laced, only-has-eyes-for-his-smartphone hot guy. If you like that sort of thing.

      I don’t.

      “Reckon that’s you broke down back there,” baby brother says matter-of-factly. Must be a Mensa member.

      At the window, I see the hot guy inside, his forearm resting on the steering wheel, looking at me over his brother’s shoulder.

      “Is a tow truck coming?” the driver asks. Mac something. My memory scrolls through the last names of the guest register from last night, taking a moment before locking on to the information. “No, that car and I are parting company.” McRae, that’s his name.

      “Do you need a ride back to the hotel?” McRae asks as his eyes flick down where my rolling suitcase sits.

      “I quit this morning. I’m actually headed to Florida.” A van pulls off onto the shoulder about two hundred yards behind us.

      “It’s a long walk to Florida,” McRae states.

      I shift my attention back to the brothers. “I’m aware. I thought I’d get to the next town and either rent a car or catch a bus.”

      “You going down for a visit?” the younger brother asks. His brow knits together and I assume he’s trying to puzzle me out.

      “Something like that. I’m moving there.” I gesture to my bags. It’s none of their business that I’ve not only been on a quest to figure out my shit but also searching for my older brother, William. Who, with a simple three-lined email sent yesterday, spurred me into moving on earlier than I planned.

      
        
        I’m glad you like the South. You should try to spend some time in Florida. You’d love it. It’s great and why I choose to live here.

      

      

      For two years I’ve been searching and it’s my first clue.

      “That’s all your stuff? Hell, I thought that’s what women took when they went away overnight.” Younger brother laughs and turns to older brother. “Right, Brinn?”

      I smile slightly at the joke, my attention on the van rolling toward us. It’s not one of those pleasant minivans, sure to contain a family and seats sticky with juice box spills. It’s an old utility van with painted-out black windows. I take a step closer to the truck and the brothers. I have my gun, but I never really thought I’d have to use it and certainly not an hour after I broke down.

      “Look,” I say, switching my hand from my gun to my phone and pulling it from my purse. “My cell is dead, I know the next exit is another nine miles, and I’m willing to compensate you for the gas.” I nod my head toward the molester mobile coasting to a stop several yards behind the truck and raise my brows in question.

      “Hell, we’re headed to Florida, too. We can at least get you to the state line,” little brother says. He’s got a pleasing southern drawl that’s more noticeable on certain words. He jumps out of the truck, opens the back door, and throws my suitcase in. He gestures for me to follow and I don’t waste a second. McRae is pulling out as his brother’s closing his door.

      “Thanks,” I tell them. “How lucky we met last night and you guys remembered me. My name’s Josie.” I’m grateful for the ride.

      The younger brother laughs and swivels in his seat to look at me. “I’m Vann, this is Brinn. I don’t think it’s possible to forget a girl like you.”

      I give him a closed-lip smile. I can only guess what he means by that.

      I look over to find McRae watching me in the rearview mirror. He’s a hulk of a guy, tall and thick. Solid. His green eyes were the first thing I noticed about him last night and they capture me again today. He’s Florida all in one bundle. Sun-bleached blonde hair, sand-chafed skin, and murky green eyes the color of the everglades. His clothes are freshly pressed and speak of how he plans the day to play out, with comfort and business. I dress for my mood and how I hope my day will go.

      “You ever been to Florida?” Vann asks as he opens a laptop.

      “When I was a kid.” It hits me suddenly. The memory of the celebratory Caribbean cruise my parents took us on. I was starting college and Will law school. He was increasingly forgetful and overly stressed; the time away did nothing to improve his mood. It was the last place three young adults wanted to be, though I do think my younger brother, Stuart, experienced his first chick action on that cruise. Poor, unlucky girl.

      How could I have forgotten? It had been such a tense trip and the first time in my seventeen years I’d felt like maybe I didn’t know Will at all. Not twelve weeks after we returned, Will was gone.

      I force myself to try picturing something other than Will’s face on the day he left, to remember something more than the anger and fear of that day.

      When I look up, baby brother is watching me.

      “You ok?” Vann asks.

      “Sure. Just catching my breath.” McRae cuts his eyes to me and I switch the subject. “You came up for a Marine Corp graduation, correct?”

      Vann slides his laptop onto the center console and turns to me. “Yeah, this guy we knew as kids. He doesn’t have much by way of family so Brinn wanted to come up and show him some support.”

      “Becoming a Marine is a big deal. Especially for Markus.” McRae looks at his brother and his tone is similar to that of a parent using the conversation as a teachable moment.

      “His mom overdosed a while back and his brother went to prison. He used to be a student of Brinn’s. That’s what probably got him this far,” Vann tells me.

      I nod though I understand only half of the statement. “Student of what?”

      “Brinn teaches—”

      “I’m a flight instructor,” McRae says. “If he can keep his head down and eye on the prize, Markus will go far in the Marines.”

      I choke back a laugh at the eye on the prize remark. How many times have I heard my father say precisely the same thing to Stuart? Will and I never had trouble keeping our eyes on the prize. Our parents set a goal and we met it. Usually exceeded it. But what these last two years have shown me is that “the prize” is different for everyone and should be quantified early on. Had I known the prize was living a life resembling my mother’s, with charities, the country club, and Junior League, and that striding toward said prize made me feel empty and lonely, I’d have eyed a different one earlier.

      “May I borrow your phone?” I ask. “I should have someone collect my car.”

      Vann hands me his smartphone and I quickly search for a charity that will take my car and make the necessary call, effectively ceasing the small talk. He turns back to the computer and appears to be working on creating some graphics, or simply staring at the screen, as I haven’t seen him do anything yet.

      “How’s it going?” McRae asks, tapping Vann’s screen.

      “This is stupid. I already built you a really great website. It’s a waste of my time to do it again. It’s not like you’re paying me,” Vann says with a huff.

      “I don’t want ‘really great.’ I want amazing. Perfect. And I’ve asked the right man to do the job.”

      “You hired out? Great! I’m off the hook.” Vann slaps the laptop closed and makes like he’s putting it away.

      McRae laughs. “Get to work, smart ass. I’m paying you with opportunity and experience,” he says while shoving his brother in the shoulder.

      Vann returns fire by pushing back and the two have a brief shoving scuffle where McRae wins by pinning him to the door.

      “All right,” Vann says with a laugh and flips open his laptop, returning to his free labor.

      The miles pass by with only the sounds of the radio, Vann clicking on the keyboard, and the continuous pinging of McRae’s phone filling the space. It’s hard for me to sit idle, and watching the miles speed by is mind-numbing. I stare at my dead phone and curse it, because without it I can’t search the net. I’m desperate for something to do. I dig up a small notebook from my messenger bag and start making a list of what I’ll need to set myself up in Florida, starting with jobs I wouldn’t mind doing temporarily. I’ve done this enough times, after all, change is my niche, so I really don’t need a list, but I do it nonetheless.

      Vann swivels in his seat, resting his arm along the headrest, and asks, “What part of Florida you headed to?”

      I picture the map of Florida in my head and place Daytona. Since my stay is temporary and my goal to reconnect with Will, I plan to settle in the top portion of the state first and move south if my search yields nothing. Daytona is a great place to start.

      “Funny enough, Daytona. Talk about coincidence.” I don’t want to creep them out so I smile and give a nonchalant shrug. McRae cuts his eyes to me in what I’m sure is suspicion.

      I dig out a book—a thick science fiction piece I’ve read so many times the spine of the book has a deep, permanent crease that allows the book to lay flat when open.

      “Hey,” McRae says to his brother and taps the laptop screen. “Focus.”

      He could have been saying that to me. The words of the book are lost as my attention continues to stray to McRae, who drives with one hand on the wheel, drumming his fingers to the beat of country music playing on the radio. His shoulders are broad, forcing his shirt to stretch snug against him. I notice the cuff of his sleeve gets taut as he moves his arm, his muscles flexing, and there’s something so manly about him I have the crazy urge to run my hands across his shoulders and down his arms to feel the ripple of muscles. If he weren’t such a stiff I’d consider proposing a one-nighter. Silent guys like him have deep fires that burn wildly once tapped.

      I see the way he inspects the henna-created vines of leaves and flowers decorating my arms, and every time he glances at me, his gaze goes inquisitively to the diamond stud piercing below my lower lip. He’s interested. And, wow, to get lost in this intoxicating pull of magnetism might very well be mind-blowing.  If only the circumstances were different.

      The ringing of a phone breaks the quiet and shakes me from my thoughts. It’s coming through the Bluetooth of the car. The screen on the dash says Alliance Aviation is calling. McRae answers it on the second ring.

      “Uh, Brinn? Can you hear me?” The voice sounds young.

      “Yeah, you’re on speaker, Smitty, so watch your mouth.”

      “I’m sorry I called, but we’ve a problem here.”

      “What kind of problem? Can’t Becky handle it? She needs to learn how to deal with administrative issues.”

      I look at the book in my lap, pretend to read, and provide some semblance of respecting his privacy.

      “That’s one of the problems. Becky just up and quit. Walked out and—”

      “What! She did what? She was just texting me with questions. She’s only been with us for two weeks. What could have gone wrong?” He sighs heavily, pushing his hands against the steering wheel. His knuckles whiten.

      “Yeah, she got called into Mark’s office; when she came out she cleaned off her desk and left.”

      “You sure he didn’t he fire her?” He bangs his hand against the steering wheel.

      “No from what I could hear, he just chewed her out. But we’ve got other problems.”

      “Like what?” McRae’s tone is clipped.

      My attention is drawn to his jaw and the popping of muscle that tells me he’s clenching and unclenching his teeth.

      Hell with reading, I totally tune into this drama.
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      “What other problems do we have?” The car accelerates and the energy in the truck shifts from curiosity to urgency, and the budding sexual tension gives way to anxiety. I close my book.

      “That pilot the boss hired didn’t show up today,” the kid, Smitty, whispers.

      Static comes across the line and for a second I wonder if the connection is lost until it sounds as if the phone is being fumbled. Muffled voices break through, and McRae groans. I’m sure he’s figured out what’s about to rain down on him.

      “Brinn?” a man says, clearly holding the phone too close. Brinn’s name sounds garbled.

      Vann looks at me over his shoulder and mouths, “His boss.”

      “Dammit. What the fuck is going on here? You said you could handle this business. If you want any part of it, you’ll figure this out ASAP. How am I supposed to sell part of it to you when shit like this happens? Don’t fuck anything else up. You understand me? You are zero for two.” The words reverberate off the walls of the truck and blend together.

      The rate of twitching in McRae’s jaw increases. I wonder if he counts to ten to calm himself or if his ability to yield easily comes naturally.

      “Listen...” McRae says.

      I admire that his voice is more resigned than pleading, as one might expect in an ass-chewing situation. The fumbling sound returns and the kid comes back on the line.

      “It’s me,” Smitty says. “Just a second.” There’s a pause. “Ok, he’s gone.” Smitty breathes a sigh into the phone.

      McRae glances at me in the mirror, and I’m unable to look away. I know I should but I just can’t, and it has nothing to do with those avocado-colored eyes.

      His glance darts back to the road and he continues the conversation.

      “We have Becky quitting and the pilot not showing up? Do you happen to know why not?”

      “I called him, and he said no one provided any information after the big boss called and offered the job,” Smitty squeaks.

      “Motherfu— Is that all, Smitty?”

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing the pilot didn’t show up because no fuel’s been delivered yet and we don’t have enough for the lessons schedule today. Not that there’ll be any lessons, so there’s that.”

      McRae groans. He leans back into the driver’s seat and tries to loosen the tension by shrugging his shoulders, but just as soon as he lets them relax, they tighten back up and the vein in his neck pops back out. Poor sap. If only he’d recognize there’s a different way to live. I give a silent thanks to whatever higher power or universal force helped me see the light when I did. Maybe this guy will catch a break too.

      The conversation continues as the miles speed by. “Did you call the fuel company?”

      “I did, they said nothing’s been scheduled and they won’t be able to get to us for another two days. I’m guessing you want me to start calling the students and canceling their appointments.”

      “That sounds about right. Thanks, I appreciate you stepping up.” McRae thumps his hand against the steering wheel in frustration. At least he doesn’t take it out on the messenger.

      “Brinn.” The timid voice comes across the speakers, and I sit up. The bottom is about to drop out, and I can’t help but bear witness.

      “Judas Priest, what now?” McRae growls.

      “Mel walked off the job. Said something about calling his union.”

      I tap Vann’s shoulder and he mouths, “Mechanic.” With a nod, I sit back and wait. There’s no purpose in hiding my interest. I can smell potential legal issues a mile away, an inherited trait, and this train wreck is an ambulance chaser’s wet dream.

      “Is that it or did the building burn down, too?” McRae’s grip on the steering wheel is so tight I wouldn’t be surprised if he ripped the wheel off the column and threw it out the window.

      “Nope, that’s it. Anything special you want me to do?”

      “Nah, just finish canceling the appointments. We should be there in about two hours.”

      “Roger that, boss.” He disconnects the call.

      Wow. Boss. Of what, I’m not sure. Today it must suck to be him.

      “I told you that you were taking on too much.” Vann snaps the laptop cover closed and smiles smugly at his brother.

      McRae punches him in the arm, causing Vann to flinch and rub the spot on his bicep that took the impact.

      One simple interaction—a sentence from one sibling to another—and I’m left feeling a loneliness I’ve managed to push aside for the last two years. I was never close with Stuart but Will... I drop my eyes to my lap and remember how Will made everything wrong in my life right. It was Will who covered my back and got me through those terrible middle school years, who made me feel normal and not like a grade-skipping freak who had no business existing, much less messing up the grading curve.

      The sound of a phone being dialed grabs my attention. Pushing aside the constant ache for what I’d lost seven years ago when Will left, I wait, dare I say excitedly, for the dumpster-fire drama happening before me to continue.

      The call goes straight to an answering machine and at the beep, McRae starts in. “Mel, it’s Brinn. I just heard from the office that you walked out. I’d like to talk to you about it. I don’t think there’s anything that requires union involvement. I know you’ve been unhappy with the work schedule and—”

      “Hello,” Mel says over the line.

      “Mel, it’s Brinn.”

      “Yeah, I know. Listen. There’s nothing you can say that’ll make me change my mind. I’m gonna file a grievance.”

      “For what?”

      “My list is endless. Work place conditions, heck, it’s almost like harassment.” Except he says harassment like hair-s-ment.

      “Harassment?” McRae looks at me in disbelief, as if I have any clue whether that statement’s valid or not.

      “My wages are a disgrace; my last performance evaluation was a farce—”

      “None of that’s harassment, Mel.”

      “But it’s discrimination. Against an old man who’s close to retirement. You’re trying to chase me out instead of doing the right thing.”

      “How so?”

      “Giving me grief about my doctor appointments. Asking me if I thought the work would be too much when you brought in the other pilot. For what it’s worth, I ain’t nobody’s Pops and I’m offended y’all call me that. I asked you to stop.”

      “Now listen here, Mel. This is bullshit and you know it. Don’t be a dumbass.”

      It’s clear McRae’s about to get on a good roll and light into this clown, but before he can continue I lunge across the console, reach across his shoulder, and disconnect the call.

      “What in the hell? Why did you do that?” He twists in his seat, his glare swinging between the road and me.

      “You were saying way too much. You need to shut up and involve the company lawyer, quick.” I sit back in my seat and pull the seatbelt across my body before producing a notebook from my purse. Funny, mother wasn’t lying when she said geometry wouldn’t come in handy with my day-to-day life, but my Yale law degree would. Score one point for demanding, cold-hearted mother and zero for wayward, disappointing daughter.

      “I don’t see how this is any of your business,” he shouts, before looking back at the road.

      “You’re right, it’s not.” He watches me in the mirror and I meet his gaze. Usually the winner of all stare downs, I relent, instead concentrating on what I want to get on the paper, only looking up briefly when the truck shifts into the other lane and bears down on an exit. He’s totally going to ditch me.

      “There’s no company lawyer. Wouldn’t getting one make things worse with Mel?” Vann asks as he turns and I feel his attention on me.

      Writing furiously, I answer without looking up. “Mel already has a lawyer. I’d say things have already taken a turn for the worse.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” McRae asks.

      I know he’s bright. I know he’s running a company, maybe second in command, and it has gone to shit on him in only a handful of minutes, probably because of his intransigent and controlling nature. Getting him to see what I’ve figured out takes one level stare, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror. I can almost picture the gears in his head working. It takes a second, but he puts it together.

      “He was recording the call.” His eyes shift back to the road but he leans toward the wheel and rakes a hand down his face before giving a weary sigh. “How do you know he was recording?” Vann asks.

      I let McRae answer. “He let the answering machine pick up first. Jeez, what did I say?” He mumbles the last part to himself.

      “How does any of this make sense?” Vann asks.

      I lean forward coming to rest between the two front seats. “If he’s documented that he’s asked repeatedly to not be called Pops without success, that’s harassment. If your performance evals reflect the time off he’s taken as negative to his job performance and he’s got clear medical issues, that’s a case for discrimination.”

      “I knew you were spreading things too thin,” Vann says before shifting closer to the door. Apparently, a whack to the arm is a small price to pay to get in another I-told-you-so dig. He turns to me. “I told him hiring old friends who needed a good job didn’t mean they were gonna do a good job. You’d think after two other failures with a personal assistant, my brother would get smart.”

      I hand McRae my notes.

      “What’s this?” He glances between the paper and the road.

      “That’s everything you said. You’ll need to show it to your lawyer.”

      He shoots me fleeting glances. As if he can’t wrap his mind around the fact that I may have just done him a solid. I don’t want to be annoyed, but I am. It’s something I’ve become all too familiar with, this impatience with people underestimating me. They see what they want to. Having an overly large chest doesn’t help my plight, either.

      “Uh, so... I owe you something more than a thank you, but I can’t even think of a way to repay you,” he says. His drawl is as subtle as his brother’s and charming. He gives me what looks like a shy smile. Or one that shows he isn’t familiar with accepting help.

      “We can call it even. Giving me this ride...so...thank you.” Our eyes meet and we smile at each other. I get the impression from the way he shifts awkwardly in his seat that he doesn’t like being in debt to anyone, either.

      I can’t stop myself from asking and change my attention to baby brother. “What did you mean, Vann, about hiring friends?”

      I wonder about McRae’s intentions. The picture being painted is one of a genuinely nice guy. But I’ve yet to come across one in my travels, and I need assurance that my sense of people’s character hasn’t taken a sudden cliff dive. That the road isn’t making me too jaded and cynical. I could have stayed home and achieved that with far more comfort and luxury.

      Vann turns to look at me, and I glance at the eyes watching me in the mirror. McRae does an eye roll before looking back at the road. “Brinn has this idea that he can help some friends from the old neighborhood. Friends who are capable of working but don’t. What my brother doesn’t understand is not everyone is as driven to change their lives as he is. They think they’re getting a free ride but this guy”—he cocks a thumb to his brother—“makes a workaholic look lazy and a taskmaster gentle.”

      McRae chuckles and shakes his head.

      If I ask the next obvious question, I will be prying for sure and I’ll forever know things about these brothers I’m not sure I want to know. I’m not looking to play twenty questions and divulge anything more about my life. So I keep it simple. “Oh, I see.”

      Perception of his character—intact. It’s a relief to know McRae may be the worst businessman ever but at least he has a bleeding heart to balance it out. Oh, how my father would cringe at the thought.

      “What are you hoping to find in Florida?” McRae asks, glancing between the road and his ever-chiming cell phone. Business never stops for him.

      It’s an odd question. Usually people want to know what brings someone to a destination.

      I want to find my brother. I want to know why he cut me from his life. I want to know why I can’t connect with people, why leaving is so easy. I want to know what it is I want. But what do I say to this stranger?

      I hesitate before deciding on my fondest wish. “I’m reconnecting with my brother.” If I say it enough maybe it will come true.

      “So where can I take ya? I have to swing by Daytona Beach first and check in with the shop, but after that I can take you anywhere. It’s the least I can do.” I’m pulled in by his soft southern drawl and the way he says “ah” for I.

      “Actually, Daytona Beach is perfect. No need to take me anywhere else. Just drop me off at a motel that’s close to food and shopping. I need to get a charger for my phone.”

      “The Sleep Inn in Ormond Beach is perfect,” Vann tells us.

      “We should be in town in thirty minutes,” McRae says over his shoulder. “Are you sure you want a motel? It really isn’t any trouble to take you anywhere. To your brother’s or something?”

      I recognize his need to provide. He’s a control freak, just like my father, like my mother for that matter. He wants to manage me, either to ensure he’s done the right thing or because I’m a loose end to him. The difference between this guy and my father is that if I were to end up dead in my hotel room, McRae would probably feel he shouldered some of the responsibility, even if he never saw me again. My father would never go that far.

      “No, thank you. The Sleep Inn will be fine.”

      “There’s a Walmart across the street and lots of food,” Vann says.

      “Perfect,” I say and smile. I’m starving.

      As we’re pulling into the motel parking lot, I take in the convenience of its location. I can easily get by without a car for a while as I try to get organized. I know I have to watch my budget, but I’ve done a good job of being frugal over the last two years. Selling off my BMW Coupe when I set out on this journey was the smartest move I made, hands down. I’ve been able to find enough work along the way to avoid dipping into my emergency funds, and I want to keep that momentum going.

      McRae idles for a minute before he turns off the engine. His eyes flick to the clock on the dash and then to me. I’m sure he’s anxious to get to his business. “I don’t feel right leaving you here,” he says.

      I’m already pushing open the truck door. I reach for my rolling suitcase and toss it out of the truck. Both Vann and McRae leap out and come to stand by my door. Vann takes my suitcase and pulls up the handle. McRae reaches out and takes my tote, yoga mat, and purse. He offers me a hand to help me out of the truck, but I slide out on my own.

      I smile at the brothers as I take my bags. “I’m fine. This is perfect.”

      “Here’s my business card. It has my cell number on it. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything.” McRae passes me the small stiff card. I give it a quick glance, taking in the blue tones he used, but purposefully don’t look at the information. I don’t want my brain to store any of it.

      “Thanks. I appreciate the ride. Good luck with Mel and all that business.” I don’t want to give him any of my information, though I know I should in case they go to court. I’m a witness to the conversation, after all. But intuition tells me I haven’t seen the last of these two. Twenty-four hours ago, I certainly didn’t think I would be riding to Florida with them. So I say nothing and turn away. I look back once, give a wave, and don’t look back again. When I get into the motel lobby, I toss the card into the trash and walk to the front desk.

      I check in, renting the room for a week. Today’s plans include walking to Walmart, lounging by the pool, and Italian for dinner. Every new adventure starts somewhere and mine begins here, with my first actual lead in finding Will, and shockingly provided by him. Something good waits for me here. I can feel it in my bones.
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      Summer is officially in full swing and the weatherman is talking about this season’s hurricane names. Families from all over the world are visiting the beaches, the Mouse, and partaking in the awe that is Florida, and I just looked at a room-to-let that left me desperate for a shower and looking over my shoulder.

      It wasn’t the girl renting out the room who had me mentally running through my self-defense moves; it was her boyfriend. Being skeeved out was no longer my chief worry, as is the usual with rooms to let. Some are dirty, others, eh, just not the safest of environments. But this place offered a boyfriend who embodies creepster. Guys eye girls, that’s a fact, and generally I know what they’re thinking. This dude? His once-over gave off a vibe that he was formulating a plan likely involving duct tape, a plastic tarp, and possibly a concrete block. After I’m safely in my rental car, I scrub my hands over my body as if it might wipe away the heebie-jeebies.

      Discouraged that I haven’t found a place to stay and that my attempts to draw out my brother have failed, I’m left feeling more deflated than a flat balloon. I cleave to my one success, landing a job at a local British pub called the Fox and Hound the second day I was in town. I stopped in, hoping for some fish and chips and mushy peas, and started chatting with the lovely woman who owns the pub about what we missed most from the United Kingdom and her hometown of Oxfordshire. Within twenty minutes, I became their new bartender.

      With a cheerful chime, my phone indicates new emails. I’ll be honest. I check it a lot. After I emailed Will to tell him I was in Daytona, I thought and, said-a-prayer-before-I-pressed-send, hoped, I’d get an immediate response. By immediate, I was willing to accept within the same day. It’s been a week, and I refresh for new email so often I believe my smartphone can anticipate it now.

      I suck in my breath when the screen indicates an email from Will. The time stamp is eight minutes earlier, when I was trying to extricate myself from Creepy House.

      
        
        Room to let? I don’t know how or why you do it. Sounds too revolting and not something I’d like to experience. Good luck with that.

      

      

      That’s it?

      It’s hard not to be frustrated with the lack of progress in my attempts to make headway with Will. All I want to know is why he walked out. Why he cut me from his life. He’d been there for every single important moment in my life, and when he needed me the most he walked away. And never looked back. The first two years after he left, he never responded to a single email I sent. Now I cling to the bits and pieces he gives me. But frustrated or not, I want to know. I want him to tell me to my face, and more than anything I want to know him again.

      But apparently that’s not going to happen if I’m living in a room-to-let, and I can’t carry the cost of a hotel indefinitely, considering the pace at which Will moves.

      In a stroke of what I hope is genius, I pull up a popular vacation rental site and scroll through the options. Granted, the expense will burn through my cash faster than I’d like, but I can try to offset it by getting a second job. It’s only temporary, after all. I’ll tackle that obstacle when I have to. Hopefully, my extended stay will appeal to a landlord instead of the day-to-day gig, and I can negotiate a better rate.

      “Please, please, please let there be something,” I whisper as I scroll through the list, hoping my luck can do an about-face, grant me a lucky break. At the bottom, I see the perfect rental.

      It’s for a one bedroom, over-the-garage apartment. The description says bright and airy and that alone makes me feel warm from the inside out. I haven’t stayed in a space larger than twelve by twelve since I left home. Once I even lived in a yurt. The few pictures make me eager to see inside.

      No roommates? More than one room?

      This appeals to me on such a deep level I think it’s talking to my soul. Couldn’t I indulge myself just a tad with this apartment? Without giving it anymore thought, I type out an email and wait anxiously for a reply.

      Instead of driving back to my hotel, I drive to the beach and construct an email to Will while I wait. I’ve sent a series of these light but slightly probing emails over the week that I’ve been in town.

      
        
        Hey, sure love the beach. Everyone says I should see the Gulf Coast beaches, but I’m pretty happy with the sands on the Atlantic side. It beats Connecticut :). You live near the beach? I’m still looking for a place to stay. Have a lead on an apartment. I know, going nuts here. Fingers crossed.

        Hope you’re well,

        Jo

      

      

      No sooner do I send out Will’s email than one from the rental place comes in. The landlady, a Mrs. Cramer, invites me to see the place today and I quickly respond with a resounding yes, using lots of exclamation points. The address she gives me is only minutes from the beach where I sit. The drive there is down a lovely street, lined with giant oaks and ficus. I can see the Halifax River on my left and hear the ocean on my right. A second chime from my GPS prompts me to turn left into a driveway leading to a large stucco house with rear views of the Halifax River.

      I’ve worn an apple-green T-shirt with long black shorts and paired the outfit with simple flip-flops, a plain belt, and braided my hair down the back. I’m trying for a conservative look. The henna on my calves is fading and if this place pans out, I might be able to squeeze in some time to do some more artwork before my next shift. I’ve gotten pretty good at creating various patterns and enjoy doing my stomach and legs the most.

      The front door opens before I can ring the bell and what looks to be the sweetest older lady stands before me. We’re dressed almost the same except her T-shirt is white and black polka dots. Her hair is teased out and sprayed stiff, as if she’s just come from having it done and set.

      “Hello, dear. Are you Josie? I’m Eleanor Cramer.” She extends an evenly tanned, manicured hand.

      “Yes, ma’am.” We shake hands and her grip is firmer than I imagined. She makes me think of those southern-born ladies who belong to the Daughters of the American Revolution, and I imagine somewhere in her house a map of her lineage hangs.

      “Well, it’s like I said in the email, I’m very open to a longer stay than a few days or a week.” She places a warm hand on my arm. “I have to admit. I was not keen on this idea. It was my son’s. He kept saying it’s a wasted opportunity, but I’m the one, not him, that lives here and will have to deal with the revolving door. So your inquiry suits us both. Please come in.” She steps back to give me room.

      “I’m glad you’re open to the possibilities. You have a lovely home,” I say, looking around. I expected it to be decorated Florida retirement-home style with a beach theme and white wicker furniture. I don’t know why. But it’s not; it’s French country with creamy leather couches and toile and checkered pillows and curtains in vibrant reds and yellows. My eyes settle on a painting hanging over an antique oak table in the foyer. I step closer and gasp.

      “Is that an original Frederick Remington painting?” I stare at the work. “It’s extraordinary.”

      “Yes, my husband loved all things Remington.” She stands next to me as we look up at the painting of The Soldier.

      “My father does as well. He has several original bronze statues. He’s made it his life’s hobby to try to collect everything he can. If he knew a private owner had this, he’d never give you a moment’s rest. It’s a nice piece.”

      She shrugs. “I like landscapes myself. Not paintings of cocky men.”

      We laugh together.

      “Let me show you the apartment. Like I said, it’s over the garage, but you’ll have a separate entrance and one of the garage spaces is for you. I certainly don’t need three spots.” She leads me through the house, where I see several landscape paintings. Through the French doors off the living room, I catch a glimpse of a pool. The backyard is fenced, offering privacy, but a gate in the back opens to the dock on the river. I cross my toes and hope the pool’s included.

      “What brings you to Daytona, Josie?”

      “I thought I’d come and try to spend some time with my brother.”

      “Does your brother live close?” Following a quick smile, she leads me through the kitchen, stopping to pull a set of keys off a holder by the backdoor before going outside. Across a breezeway is a side door that opens into a well-lit garage. Stairs are tucked along the side wall.

      I don’t want to lie, but I’m not sure how to explain the situation with my brother without sounding crazy.

      “Are there two entrances?” There’s an additional set of stairs outside her backyard fence with access from the driveway.

      “Yes. One to the front of the apartment and this one is private. If you decide you want it, I’ll include the pool. Since it’s just you. It is just you, correct?”

      I can’t contain my smile. “Yes, it’s just me.”

      “The rent also includes all utilities, cable, and I’ve a dock to the river if you have a boat.” She leads me upstairs.

      “I love the idea of a pool. I’m originally from New England so weather for pool opportunities is limited.”

      “The pool will be happy to know it. My grandkids come on holidays only, they’re at the age where hanging out with their grandma isn’t cool, so aside from their visits and my morning swim, it rarely gets used. New England, you say?” She pauses a few steps up to ask.

      “Yes, ma’am. Stamford, Connecticut.”

      “Oh, I’ve been there. It’s lovely. Lots of big houses. McMansions, I think they’re called.”

      I stifle a laugh because the first time someone called our house a McMansion my mother nearly lost her mind. “That they are.”

      At the top of the stairs, she fits a key and swings open the door to present a small but functional laundry room. Painted a soft blue with two small white cabinets and crown molding, the space is large enough for a full-size washer and dryer and holds an abundance of character. I clutch my hands together in delight and to contain the rush of hope and fear. I can’t afford to fall in love with a place I’ll be leaving. That’s why renting a room was always the smartest option.

      “The apartment comes furnished and that includes the washer and dryer. Some of my children lived here while they were in college though my mother was last to live here before she passed.” She turns and places her hand on my arm. “But I don’t want you to worry. She didn’t pass here.”

      “I hadn’t given it a thought,” I say, which is true. I’m completely captivated by the place and if need be would share it with a ghost. Sold by the simplicity of a laundry room. When I entertained the idea of an extended vacation rental, I never imagined I’d get so lucky.

      A pool? My own laundry room? In the last two years I rarely had both if either at all.

      “We’re coming in at the center of the apartment so I’ll take you to the front and we will work our way back.” She turns right out of the laundry room and walks down a bright hallway into the living room.

      It’s small but larger than any place I’ve stayed since I started my journey. The ceilings are high and large solid planks of wood, stained a dark espresso, make up the floor. The apartment is tastefully furnished like her house. It runs the length of the garage and is longer than it is wide with the front door centered on the end wall and large windows on both sides of the living room. One set of windows allows for views of the river.

      “Is that the ocean?” I ask as I point toward the blue horizon out the opposite window.

      “Yes, it’s only three blocks from here.”

      A delightful sigh escapes. I can easily live here while I wait.

      I head into the kitchen and look out the window over the sink. It’s a view of the pool and the river. I run my hands over the full-sized fridge. I can buy a whole gallon of ice cream and store it without worry. The kitchen is painted a buttery yellow and reminds me of my mother’s. I can almost smell the cranberry scones my mother’s chef bakes every fall.

      “It’s just the one bedroom but it’s large. The apartment includes all the essentials. Such as a TV, internet, a five-piece kitchen, and full bath.” She leads me down the hallway. The bedroom has French doors that open out onto a small balcony and a simple but elegantly made queen-sized sleigh bed. I imagine staying in bed all day reading a book. I imagine making dinner for Will and catching up as we sit on the balcony or even the dock. Once I have that vision, I can’t imagine anything else.

      It’s more than I dreamt, or dared to hope for.

      Suddenly, I’m afraid she’ll turn me down. I look up at the ceiling and the fans that turn slowly, trying to steady my racing heart. Standing here fills me with a sense of coming home that I don’t want to lose. Part of me screams to run away as fast as I can but another part, the one that’s done without for two years, stamps down the screamer and convinces me to stay.

      “I love it,” I tell her. “I would love to fill out an application. I can pay for six weeks upfront. I know I’m young and maybe not your ideal tenant”—I gesture to the henna that covers my legs and arms—“I don’t do parties. I like to keep to myself.”

      I want this place, admitting that scares me. As I take in the space around me, I push back a longing to customize it by buying throw pillows for the couch in chevron patterns with funky colors. I want to buy a giant bottle of detergent instead of the little boxes from the vending machine. For the first time, I experience pangs of angst knowing the last two years of my life do not scream reliable or dependable.

      “Let’s go down to my kitchen and write out the agreement over a glass of iced tea,” Mrs. Cramer says.

      “Thank you.” I take her hands in mine. “Thank you,” I gush.

      I want to say more, to let her know she’s safe taking a chance on me. I want to hug her. I open my mouth but struggle with the words.

      She pats my arm. “I’ve good instincts about people, my dear, and I believe we’ll be a good fit. After all, how many people out there know Remington did paintings? Most just know about the bronze pieces.”

      The first thing I’m going to do after I move in, besides buy a car, is sit on that balcony and watch the sunrise with a cup of coffee. Then, because I’ve now committed to a large expense, I’m going to find a second job.

      I follow Mrs. Cramer down the stairs, back through the garage, and into the house and it dawns on me. I’m filled with such a sense of peace and contentment that surely I must be doing the right thing. I look around one last time, excited to make this place my home. Temporarily.
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      I ease the beer tap back and pour a perfect draft, lost in my thoughts of the simple luxury I found this morning as I walked around my apartment. Alone. Not a roommate, a fear of spycams, or loud neighbors. Just me, my T-shirt nightie, and a cup of coffee. A week of living there and I’m still awed by my luck. It’s glorious.

      Having arrived at work between the happy hour and dinner shifts, I found Jayne, the bosses’ daughter, sitting at the corner of the bar with papers spread before her. According to her, she’s been at it for over an hour. Apparently, this is her alternate office. She’s always here.

      Her normally well-groomed appearance is offset by the fact that she’s chewed off all her lipstick. Her chin length ash-blond bob looks windblown and a pencil pokes out from a small knot she’s made. She stops to look at me when I deliver her dinner order, but I don’t think she sees me. She jolts out of her reverie before scanning the half-full restaurant. The dinner rush is over and the bar is in that state of rest as we wait for the families to leave and the partiers to arrive.

      “I think I blacked out and lost time,” she says as I slide the plate of fish and chips next to her ledger. “My only hope is that this accounting was masterfully completed while I was having my fugue. If not, there may be violence.”

      I shrug an apology because I’m one hundred percent certain the fugue state she thinks she experienced was just a small daydream. “If the guy at table three pinches my ass one more time when I pass to use the restroom, there’ll be violence,” I tell her. “Must be that kinda night.”

      She reaches over the top of the bar and pulls out a bottle of malt vinegar from the shelf below. After dousing her fish and chips, she shoves a handful of fries into her mouth then returns to beating her calculator to death with the eraser end of her pencil.

      “Buggering bloody bollocks. These numbers! They refuse to balance. If I can’t get this worked out I’ll commit an act of cruelty to my own person.” It’s hard gauging the severity of her words because she’s English and seriously, what sort of act would she commit? Their cops don’t even carry guns. She stabs at the calculator again and takes a long swig of her wine.

      The last few nights I’ve worked, Jayne’s been on the same stool, her business books spread before her. Try as I might to avoid developing anything further than a superficial friendship with her, as this tends to be the easiest for all parties, Jayne makes it hard. She’s warm and as welcoming as her parents, and even though she successfully runs her own clothing boutique, she can be found helping out when there’s a shortage, without complaint. She’s comfortable in her own skin and has a dry, self-deprecating sense of humor I understand. A large portion of my time at the bar is spent chatting with her, laughing about some of the patron’s antics, and discussing our common interest in Graham Norton, who we both binge watch whenever possible.

      Making friends with girls has always been difficult for me. Maybe because my only real friend was Will and perhaps because of that I relate better to guys. Either that or Jayne’s different.

      “Just a thought, but it might not be a numbers issue but more a you’ve-had-too-much-to-drink issue and this place is distracting. I can see from here that you’ve miscalculated column two.”

      She groans and stares at the numbers. I touch my finger to the set where she went awry.

      “It doesn’t help that you’ve been making eyes at tall, blond surfer over there.” I place a glass of water next to her wine.

      “You’re a buzz kill,” she says in a bang-on American accent. Usually so posh with her Oxford English, it cracks me up when she does her American speak. She pushes the water back toward me. “You should put this away and relax.”

      I tap her papers. “When do you do that? Relax?” She’s here every time I am and I imagine she’s here when I’m not.

      She purses her lips. “Quite right. I haven’t relaxed in a long time. A good shag would fix that right up.”

      I lean against the bar and rest my elbows on the top. “Is there a Mr. Jayne?” It’s my attempt at making casual girlfriend talk even though it feels intrusive.

      She snorts. “No boyfriend. I’ve been casually seeing this guy, Brad, who, it would seem, is really just a scheduled shag when he’s driving through town. Which is about every other week. Clearly, not enough.” She smirks and nods toward the blond surfer. “How about you? You’re fairly new here, and if you tell me you’ve got a steady I might simply lose it. Not that I don’t want you to have someone but the reflection back into my own wasteland of a sex life...well.” She waves her hand dismissively.

      Bemused, I laugh and roll my eyes. “I don’t have anyone, and I’m not looking for anyone either.”

      “You say that with a firm determination. You just out of something serious?” She pulls the pencil from the knot on her head, places it on the counter, and then begins to massage her scalp.

      “I’ve managed to escape something serious twice now.” I give a half shrug, feigning nonchalance, but the truth is Jayne is the first person I even hinted about my past too. Maybe I’m curious as to how she’ll react or treat me.

      “Ohh, that sounds like a story.” She stops her massage to pick up her wine. “Do tell.”

      I go for broke. “I was engaged two years ago and left him at the altar.”

      She coughs on her wine and looks at me with large eyes. “You’re joking! I’ve never met someone who ditched at the altar.” She leans forward. “That took courage.”

      She doesn’t know the half of it.

      “Was he a creeper? Found out he was boning his dog or something?” She replaces her wine glass with more fries, still eating them by the handful.

      I can’t contain my laughter as I try to picture Max, Mr. Lawyer Extraordinaire, getting cozy with his mother’s Labradoodle, Lord Byron. But as quick as I am to laugh, I’m just as quick to sober.

      “He was all—what do you English say, broody? For one of the law clerks in his office.” I confess for the first time. “Every time he looked at her he got this stupid, sappy grin on his face. He’d get all nervous when she was around. It would have been cute if I wasn’t the girl in the office wearing his grandmother’s engagement ring. If people didn’t always give me looks of pity.” If I had someone who looked at me like that. Just once, even. “It was obvious he wanted her more than he wanted me.”

      “Filthy bastard.” She pours more malt on her fish before breaking off a bite.

      I nod in agreement. “But that’s not why I left. I mean to say it wasn’t the initial cause for why I left. Truth is, I wasn’t in love with him either. He was...familiar. I’ve known him since our mommy-and-me playdates.”

      Jayne grabs her napkin and begins to wipe her hands. She sits back and stares, studying me. “What made you leave?”

      I look around the bar. The steady stream of people coming in. The groups gathered in sections laughing and getting rowdy. I return my attention to her. “You ever been in a room like this, full of people, and felt utterly alone? As if you were invisible and weren’t sure you even existed out of the mold someone else created for you?”

      Jayne shakes her head and quietly says, “I’ve often felt alone in crowds like this but never invisible.”

      “What made it worse was the crowd of people was my family and the guy who was supposed to love me forever but didn’t even see me.”

      Jayne covers her mouth, following it with a slight head shake. “I would’ve never guessed. Do you still feel that way?”

      “Invisible? No,” I lie. Well, partially lie. I don’t often feel that way anymore. Only where Will is concerned.

      It’s a heavy bomb to drop on someone you’re getting to know, so I try to ease the weight. “That and I thought about sex with this man for the rest of my life, and I couldn’t stop yawning. He doesn’t like to be sweaty.”

      We laugh together.

      “What about you? Any skeletons in your closet?”

      Jayne holds her wine glass between her hands, a large smile on her face. “Not me. I don’t do anything that spans past a month. Six weeks tops.”

      “Seriously? Even if you really like them?” I lean against the bar, anxious for her to share.

      “I try not to pick guys that I could really like, that makes it hard to leave. But I really don’t have space in my life for anything more than casual, and I’ve found that after a few weeks casual becomes familiar. Men generally don’t like a successful woman. At least the ones I’ve found don’t.”

      She glances at surfer guy. “Truth is, once I stand up and men see how ghastly tall I am, they either back off or come at me like they’re hunting giraffes and I’m a conquest. They want to see if their face lines up with my tits.”

      “Does that actually happen? Guys begging off when you stand up?” She’s certainly tall but not freakishly tall. More like model tall.

      “More than I care to count. I suppose I shouldn’t complain.” Her shrug expresses an indifference I’m not certain is real.

      I tap my finger on the bar in thought. “Hmm. Men are assholes.”

      Jayne laughs. “We should go out sometime. Someplace other than here, where my mum is not so quick at hand.”

      I shrug, hoping she doesn’t recognize it for the lack of commitment it is.

      “Give me your phone,” she says, holding out her hand, her fingers wiggling.

      “How do you know I’m not some crazy single white female or something?” I pause, my hand on my back pocket, fingertips on the phone.

      “I have a radar for crazy women. My cousin’s mum is a true nutter. Learned early with her. Hand it over.”

      After pulling out my phone, I slide it across the bar.

      She picks it up and, I presume, adds her number to my contacts before texting herself. She hands me back my phone then fidgets with hers.

      “There. We’re BFF’s now.” She giggle snorts and covers her mouth, surprised.  I laugh as well.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever said that before without being sarcastic.”

      “I’m sure I’ve never said it unless I was teasing my brother,” I say and slide my phone back into my pocket. I return to what I’m supposed to be doing. I fill more drink orders and refill Jayne’s water glass. I’m reaching for her wine glass when she snakes out a hand and stops me.

      “Are you cutting me off?”

      “Do you think you need another drink?” Neither of us moves our hands.

      “I think I’d like another drink.” She presses her lips together to keep from laughing.

      “I think you’d also like to get your bookkeeping completed, accurately. Don’t look now, but here comes surfer dude.” I clear any extra dishes from the space around her and she waves away her nearly empty dinner plate. She flashes me her teeth and I give her the thumbs-up; she’s clear of all food particles.

      “Hey,” Surfer doll says, leaning against the bar. “I couldn’t help but notice you noticing me.” He sounds like a cliché. His words are slow, deliberate, as if he’s thinking them up on the spot and it requires a tremendous amount of brainpower.

      Jayne and I glance at each other and look away before we both end up laughing.

      “I do apologize,” Jayne says. “I wasn’t noticing you as much as I was staring at the space over where you were.”

      Jayne motions to the wall along the far side of the bar where a sign proclaiming Hard Work is the Path to Success hangs.

      “I’m doing my accounting and the sign is motivation to not pack it in.” Jayne’s hand rests on the leather books spread before her.

      “But you’re noticing me now, aren’t ’cha?” He leans forward, or more sways forward.

      I pull the table number up on the computer and see that for a table of three guys, they’ve ordered five pitchers of beer. Catching Jayne’s eye, I hold up a pitcher and five fingers.

      “I’m not, actually. Without a doubt you are in my space and I see you, but I’m not noticing you in the way that you’d like.” She pushes him back and he burps in her face, blowing it out.

      “Sorry,” he says and waves the air between them.

      “Mmm. As am I,” Jayne says but the sarcasm is lost on him.

      I laugh and turn away so surfer guy can’t see. Jayne convinces him to go back to his friends without causing any sort of commotion, an art I admire.

      When he’s back at his table getting what I’m sure is a ribbing, I return to Jayne and smile. “Nicely done. Maybe next time you do your books and need to concentrate you should keep your gaze downward.”

      She smirks then giggles. “Perhaps you’re right. Too bad he was a bit dim. Is it wrong to assume he’d be that way in bed as well?”

      I shrug and shake my head. “Not worth the risks or effort.”

      “Agreed.” Jayne hiccups loudly and covers her mouth in surprise. “I’ve had too bloody much to drink. Which is good news for my ledger but shitty news for me because now I need a ride home and you know what that means?” She holds out her wine glass, tipping it to let me know she wants it refilled.

      “You’ll be taking a cab?” A glance at the clock tells me her parents have left for
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