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      ★★★★★ “This author is truly a master at creating likable, three-dimensional characters.” Laurie Reads Romance

      ★★★★★ “I'm always happy to read Karen's books that transport me back to the 80s and 90s. I love her snippets of music, TV, and current events of that time period sprinkled throughout the book for that hit of nostalgia.” - Pixie Dust Reads
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      The content notes below are meant to give readers a generalized view of potentially triggering subjects within this novel.

      
        
          	
        Use of expletives: frequent but not mean-spirited
      

      	
        Sex/Nudity: several sex scenes
      

      	
        Violence: none
      

      	
        Death: death of secondary character and mention of an animal’s death
      

      	
        Other: struggles with religious faith
      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like a more detailed list of content warnings (which may include spoilers) they are available at:
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        “You May Be Right” - Billy Joel

        Lucy’s Keep on Truckin’ Mixtape, Song #3

      

      

      BEN

      Falling in love, killing a guy by accident and mortally wounding myself when it appears that my bride has taken her life is a lot. Doing it six times in four days is just too much. The addition of two weekend matinees to Shakespeare Boston’s Romeo and Juliet schedule must be taking its toll. Still, I wouldn’t trade it for anything. This year—just like the past seven—began in Los Angeles, where modeling work has dominated my life, keeping me far from home and too busy to do theater. Six months into 1988, due to circumstances I never expected to face, I’m back in Boston performing for a live audience. It feeds my soul, so I don’t care if I’m exhausted.

      I’m tired at the end of every weekend, but on this particular late-August Monday morning, I might be hallucinating. Adrenaline spiking, heart in my throat, it takes a few beats for me to figure out what just happened. My hands grip the railing that kept me from falling off my second-floor porch as I take in the lump I just tripped over on my way out the door.

      It’s a mottled gray color, and I think that’s fur. Not moving, though. Wondering if it’s alive, I step closer. It makes a snuffling noise, unfolding itself, and I release the breath I’ve been holding. It’s not some weird package from a mega-fan; it’s a dog. With tufted brows and a whiskery muzzle, he looks like the dog in that movie when we were kids—Benji.

      “Where the heck did you come from, little guy?”

      Where did he come from?

      My heart takes off again, and I scan the backyard. Thankfully, no rabid fans or paparazzi seem to be lurking in the shadows. I’ve worked hard to keep this address a secret. I don’t want my dad or his neighbors to have to deal with that level of crazy. Habitually, I check one particular neighbor’s back yard, but as usual, it’s empty. No one at that house is a fan of mine, that’s for sure.

      Eyes back on my visitor, I squat and hold out the back of my hand, just like Lucy taught me to do back when we were kids. He sniffs it, gives it a polite lick, then holds up his paw like he wants to shake hands. When I reach for it, though, he whimpers.

      “It’s okay, buddy,” I say soothingly, but it actually looks like he's not okay. The paw is bleeding.

      “Sorry, dude. I guess we should do something about that.” Looks like my run isn’t happening this morning. Maintaining a contractually mandated body- fat ratio and weight and muscle definition was way easier out in Los Angeles, where I had access to Callum Keen Enterprise’s in-house chefs and gym along with a daily routine full of go-sees, meetings and shoots. I could skip today’s workout, but that’s a slippery slope. Next thing you know, I’ll be eating steak and pasta.

      Ah, pasta. I miss you so. Not as much as a certain former neighbor, but at least there’s a chance I’ll have you again.

      An image of a steaming plate of spaghetti and meatballs presented to me with the most beautiful smile I’ve ever known hovers in my mind for a few precious moments. A guy can dream. But right now, this guy needs to take care of a mutt.

      “Come on in, buddy.”

      The dog looks at me before limping over the threshold. I have a few first aid supplies, but I have no idea how to take care of a wound on an animal.

      Three wasted Band-Aids later, I give up. “I think you need a vet.”

      Seven summers ago, the love of my life worked at an animal hospital over in Somerville, Massachusetts—one of the many satellite towns surrounding Boston—and just a couple miles from my dad’s house here in Arlington. I gave her a ride to work most mornings. Spending that time together led to a whole series of incidents. Some are the sweetest memories I have.

      Some still give me nightmares.

      The dog lies down with a harrumph.

      “I don’t even have anything to feed you. Unless you like brown rice?”

      He rolls over on his side, his tail thump lacking enthusiasm.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

      That vet’s office is the only one I know of. Lucy probably doesn’t work there anymore. I have no idea what she’s doing now.

      I’d likely know everything about her—heck, I’d probably be married to her—if I wasn’t responsible for her brother’s death.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, I’m in an antiseptic waiting room, filling out forms on a clipboard. The dog is on the chair next to me. I’m not sure if that’s allowed, but nobody has told him to move. I’ve never actually been inside a vet’s office. I always just dropped Lucy off out front, and my dad and I never had a pet growing up. I would’ve loved a dog, but my dad always seemed to have enough on his plate with running a business and taking care of me.

      It feels pretty much like being at a regular doctor’s office. The floor is linoleum instead of industrial carpet and the posters and artwork on the walls are of dogs and cats instead of humans, but the feel of nervous anticipation is pretty much the same.

      I give up on the forms and go back to the middle-aged receptionist with the heavy Boston accent. “Since I just found him this morning, I don’t know the answer to any of these questions.”

      She gives me a look like she doesn’t quite believe me and makes some sort of notation before sliding the papers into a folder. “Have a seat.”

      “Do you have any idea how long it’ll take? I have to get to work soon.”

      “Would you prefer to come back?” She flips through a large datebook. “I could get you in tomorrow or call you if we have a cancellation today.”

      “Yeah, I drive a delivery truck, so there’s no way to call me.” I look back at the dog, who’s got quite the baleful look on his face. “I’ll wait.”

      “Someone will be out as soon as we have an opening.”

      When I sit back down, the dog sighs quietly. He’s remarkably calm, despite the rabbit scrabbling in a cage next to us and a yappy little dog across the room. Even the cat stalking along the top of the reception counter doesn’t seem to faze my guy.

      I check my watch. Maybe I should make an appointment and come back tomorrow. His wound is still oozing blood, though, and I don’t want it to get infected. I’ve had a few like it myself, growing up in and around my dad’s woodshop. Do dogs get tetanus shots, too?

      After I’ve gone through all the magazines in the waiting room—which, thankfully, are pet magazines, so I don’t have to encounter photos of myself—I go back to the desk. The gatekeeper’s on the phone, so I give her my most winning smile, hoping she can do something to get us in soon.

      “Porter?”

      I turn from the receptionist’s frown to face the girl I wasn’t sure I’d ever see again, and it’s like one of those movie moments where the music swells and the light gets rosy.

      For half a second. When I really look at her, it’s like the needle scratches across the record and the light blinks back to harsh fluorescent.

      I do catch a flash of something in her wide-set, brown eyes. Luciana Maria Minola taught me what passion looked, felt and sounded like when we were barely adults. I’ve never encountered anything as intense with anyone else. There’s a half second where it zings back and forth between us, as strong as ever.

      Until the dog interrupts our staring contest with a sharp bark.

      She closes her eyes and takes a quick breath. When she opens them again, a cloak of professionalism smothers any remaining fire. Quickly dropping her eyes to the chart in her hands, she asks, “Does the dog have a name?”

      All I can think is please Lucy, just yell at me because this fake niceness will kill me. “Uh, no. I just found him. Or her. I’m not sure.”

      She takes a quick look at the dog’s undercarriage. “Okay, little man, let’s take you to a room so we can figure out what’s going on here.” She slips a leash that doubles as a collar over his bare neck. She heads out of the waiting area, the dog limping at her side.

      I hesitate. “His foot—I mean, his—uh, paw.” I seem to have forgotten how to speak English. I could probably recite some Shakespeare. Mercutio has a few lines about a cat and a rat that might be appropriate since I’m pretty sure the latter is how Lucy would describe me.

      “You can go with them.” The receptionist’s amused tone breaks through the fog Lucy’s left me in. “You’re the dog’s owner, right?”

      I stare at the woman, not sure of how to answer the question.

      She shakes her head and points, as if she understands that just being in Lucy's presence makes all men act like idiots. “Just follow them down the hall.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Okay.”

      A few wrong turns later, after I surprise an old guy holding an enormous hissing cat and a goth girl with what I think is a ferret, I finally stumble into the correct exam room. The dog’s on his back on an exam table. Lucy is rubbing his chest, cooing sweet nothings. My privates jolt with jealousy. Moving across the country, immersing myself in work, even dating other people—none of it has dimmed her effect on me.

      I perch on a bench, again not sure if it’s for humans or animals or both, and clasp my hands in front of the one part of my body that’s sure of itself at the moment, willing it to sit, stay and behave. Lucy was my best friend’s sister. Taking advantage of her in the past had disastrous consequences. I don’t deserve to even think of how delicious her soft skin tasted or how beautiful her hair looked sprawled out on a pillow.

      “So, we’ve got a puncture wound.” Her voice is sharp. “He’s a stray?”

      I sit up, begging my frontal lobe to work. “Yeah. He just showed up at my house this morning. I opened the front door, and there he was holding up his paw.” I imitate the dog’s pose. “It was bloody, but I couldn’t find anything in there. Maybe he got it out himself.”

      “Yeah, that happens. No collar or anything?”

      “No, and I haven’t seen him around before.”

      “Okay, well, you have a couple of choices here.” Eyes on the chart, her tone grows even more businesslike. Each clipped word erases another chunk of our past. “You can take responsibility for him financially, as well as take care of him until you find the owner—assuming you’re able to find them. If no one claims him, you can either choose to adopt him or look for someone else to adopt him. Or you can surrender him to us, and we’ll take care of him and try to find him a home. Or you can take him to the shelter, where they’ll deal with him, which may include euthanasia, depending on how many dogs they already have on board.”

      Finally, her face reveals some emotion. It’s crystal clear what she thinks of options two and three. If I choose either, anything good she ever felt for me will be buried forever.

      She may be right, it’s definitely crazy, but maybe it’s a lunatic she’s looking for, as Billy Joel would say. The song, featured in one of the many mixtapes Lucy made for me, echoes in my mind as I try to find words. “You know I never had a dog. I have no idea whether I can take care of him or what to do⁠⁠—⁠”

      She snaps the chart closed. “Okay, then. You can either take him to Animal Contr⁠⁠—⁠”

      “No. I don’t—⁠” I swallow whatever I was going to say and wipe damp palms on my shorts. I’m fucking this up already. “I’m just saying, I might need help. I can pay. I just don’t know what to do, how to take care of a dog. Like, can he ride around with me in the delivery truck?”

      She finally looks directly at me. “You’re still delivering cabinets? Didn’t you finish college and move away?”

      “I did. I’m… helping out my dad right now.” I’m kind of surprised she doesn’t know more about my situation. Her mom always had a finger on the pulse of Arlington gossip, plus it seems like half of Boston has read or heard all kinds of things about me. A few of them are actually true.

      “Huh.” She gives me a cryptic look before pulling something out of her pocket and shifting the dog’s position on the table.

      “In fact, I’m actually kind of late to do some deliveries. Do you know how much longer this will take?”

      As I watch her go through the dog’s fur with a fine-toothed comb, it burns to be treated like just another customer, but also, it’s pretty cool to see little Lucy all grown up. The way she moves is different. Precise. Self-assured.

      “Well, he’s got fleas, and he’s a bit underweight. Since it’s possible he’s been on his own for a while, I would recommend that we keep him for a few hours—give him shots, do a test for worms, which he likely has, and treat him for those as well as the fleas. The vet will look him over and decide whether this wound needs an antibiotic. You can pick him up anytime between four and five o’clock.”

      “Wait—you’re not the vet?” I look around the room for the answer, as if the posters on the wall warning of the dangers of diseases I can’t pronounce might enlighten me.

      She drops the comb in a box on the counter, keeping a hand on the dog. “No, I’d still be in vet school if I’d gone that route. I dropped out of UMass after—after Tony—and moved back home.” Her eyes don’t stray from her examination of the dog. “I’ve worked my way up from assistant to animal technician.”

      My heart plummets. I’m such an idiot.

      She scratches out a few notes on the chart. “Just a warning: the tests, the shots and everything? It’s not going to be cheap.”

      I’m still grappling with the fact that the accident robbed her of her future, as if losing her brother wasn’t bad enough. “Yeah, uh, sure. That’s fine.”

      She shifts the dog to the floor.

      Even though each pained look from her is another punch in my gut, I’m not ready to lose her again, so I start babbling. “I guess I need to get some supplies, but I don’t know what he needs. I suppose I can just ask the people at the pet store and they can tell me. Maybe there’s a book I can read on⁠⁠—⁠”

      She groans, placing a palm in the space between us. “Stop. Pick him up at five, and I’ll meet you at the Pet Palace after dinner. Without me there, they’ll upsell you on everything. Seven thirty. Got it?”

      I squelch a triumphant smile and give her a thankful one instead. “Okay. Great. Thanks.”

      Halfway out the door, she turns back. “Do you want to give him a name or should I?”

      “Oh.” Another chance to do something right. “I can do it.”

      Problem is, I never was good at improvisation. My brain is full of Shakespeare, so I sift through some of those names, mumbling, “Uh… Romeo? No… Paris?” Then it hits me. The mischievous fairy that brings lovers back together. “What about Puck?”

      This gets the dog barking, but Lucy isn’t impressed. “Like in hockey?”

      Her confusion’s warranted. I never played the sport, though Tony and I were on a ton of other teams together. “No, like the character in Midsummer Night’s Dream. Remember, we did that in high school?”

      She nods curtly, her mouth tight. Tony was in the play, too. “Puck it is.”

      When the door shuts behind them, I sink back onto the bench. “I’ll see you guys later. I’ll miss you.” My voice drops to a whisper even though I’m alone. Again. “I’ve been missing you.”

      I’ve met hundreds of drop-dead gorgeous women since leaving Arlington for Los Angeles. Not a single one measured up to Lucy. Not a one had her easy, musical laugh. Not a one had skin as soft as hers or curves that I couldn’t resist. Not a one had caramel-colored eyes that lit with pleasure when they caught mine or cheeks that turned from olive to rosy when she said my name.

      That ease, that softness, that color—they’ve all disappeared.

      And it’s all my fault.
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        “Treat Me Right” - Pat Benatar

        Lucy’s Right On Rock On Mixtape, Song #2

      

      

      LUCY

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” The dog flinches at my outburst. “Sorry, little guy, you’re okay.” Making sure he’s secured to the grooming table, I grab a dustpan and broom to clean up the shards of a test tube I just dropped.

      Cindy, a fellow animal tech, pauses in the doorway. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, just slippery fingers.” I do my best to sound normal. Unfortunately, my stupid body has chucked normal out the window. “Luckily, I dropped the test tube before I filled it with blood.”

      Cindy smirks as she leans into the room. “Still full of sexual tension after your up-close-and-personal with Ben Porter?”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      How in the heck does Cindy know Ben’s name? Or about my history with him?

      The petite redhead arches a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “I’m talking about you in an exam room with Ben Porter.” She may as well end the sing-song sentence with K-I-S-S-I-N-G.

      I dump the broken glass into the trash and stare at the swinging lid. “How do you know him?”

      “Uh, any woman with a pulse knows him.” She points at me. “You picked up that chart out of turn. I assumed it was because you’re a fan. I mean, I don’t blame you. I’m just jealous.” She puts a hand on her chest and moans. “Those ads where he’s just wearing briefs? Oh my god.”

      “What are you talking about?” We can’t be talking about the same person. My Ben studied theater, but he isn’t in underwear ads.

      At least I don’t think so. I guess it’s possible. But… unlikely.

      She narrows her baby-blue-shadowed eyes at me. “Are you saying you don’t know who Ben Porter is?”

      “I know who he is. I grew up with him.” Puck whines. I put the dustpan away and return to his side. “Easy boy.” I blow out a breath to steady my hands, pick up a new test tube and set it carefully in its holder before picking up the hypodermic needle.

      Cindy sidles in to hold the little dog for me, though he hasn’t moved. “You grew up with him?”

      “Yeah, he lived on the block behind us.” I draw blood from the base of Puck’s neck, carefully set the sample inside the tube and discard the needle before massaging the spot. “Good boy.”

      “So you know him know him. Is he gay? Everyone says he’s gay.”

      “Ha-ha!” My blurt of nervous laughter earns me a strange look from Cindy. “No, I’m pretty sure he’s not gay. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, it’s just… never mind.” Setting the dog on the floor, images of Ben’s naked body tangled with mine storm through my mind. I have got to get myself under control. “Okay, boy, let’s see if we can get a fecal so we can find out how many worms you’ve got inside you.”

      The promise of parasite-filled poop doesn’t seem to deter Cindy, who follows me out of the exam room.

      “Really? Wow. So, do you still hang out with him? Do you have his phone number? Maybe he needs someone to bring this cutie home for him.”

      I hold up my free hand. “Sorry. I only have his old number, and I doubt it’s still good. I haven’t seen him for a long time, and I have no idea where he lives now, not that we’re likely to start delivering pets back to their owners.”

      “Jeez, calm down. I was just kidding.” She sticks out her lower lip in a pout. “I thought Deanna was the grouchy one and you were the nice one.”

      Deanna’s the senior vet tech with over ten years at the practice. Cindy is brand new. I’m the Mama Bear in the middle, so I soften my tone. “I promise I’ll let you know if I find out anything. Right now, I’m taking Puck outside.”

      “Puck? Is Ben a Bruins fan? Oh my god, I would so love to go to a hockey game with him!”

      “Hold your horses, missy. It’s Puck after the character in a Shakespeare play.”

      She slaps a hand to her forehead. “Buh doi! He’s in a Shakespeare play right now. He’s Romeo. Isn’t that so rad?”

      “I thought you said he was an underwear model. How do you know so much about him?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I can read, duh.”

      My face must make my confusion clear.

      “He’s been in all the big magazines. Teen, Tiger Beat, Bop. Even People.” She says the last in a reverent whisper, and I have to stifle a laugh. Her delivery’s so dramatic, she’s the one who should be onstage. “The story of how he got started is choice. He was an intern at this big agency in Los Angeles and just, like, getting people coffee or something when Callum Keen saw him and was like, I want that guy. And the rest is history. He’s been modeling ever since.” She grabs my arm. “And he was in our waiting room. I cannot wait to tell my friends. They are gonna freak.”

      The bell sounds, indicating that a tech is needed to handle another patient. I tip my head in the direction of the exam rooms.

      She huffs out a breath. “Okay, I’m going, but I want some dirt on him!”

      When I open the door to the kennel, the familiar scents and sounds remind me of my purpose here. I’ve got a homeless dog to take care of. It’s a tight space between the cages full of boarders, and they’re all eager to say hello. When Puck hesitates on the threshold, I lift my chest, keep my breathing even and give a quick tug on the leash. “Let’s go, buddy.”

      He trots calmly by my side, so I coo, “What a good boy.” Since he isn’t freaking out, I pause to say hello to one of the calmer dogs. As I talk to the older lab mix, Puck stands calmly next to me.

      Sometimes I wish I could spend my whole day back here, like I did when I started out. Cleaning cages isn’t fun, but the animals’ needs are so simple. No office politics, no owners making impossible demands, no wishing I were the vet instead of just a tech.

      Right now, though, I get to go outside for a few minutes with a surprisingly well-behaved little stray. I scratch under his bearded chin, and he licks mine. “Okay, buddy. Let’s go make a poop so we can see what kind of worms you’ve got in there. Pretty sure there’ll be a nice variety.” He barks, tail wagging and eyes bright, like he agrees.

      As we walk along the edge of the hospital’s parking lot, he follows his nose and I revel in the warmth of the late morning sun. It was summer when Ben and I got together. I thought I’d successfully shoved everything about that time so far into the corner of my heart that I’d never see or hear from it again. Just like I haven’t seen or heard from Ben in the seven years since he moved across the country without saying goodbye to me or my family.

      A song sneaks into my head. Pat Benatar’s “Treat Me Right” was at the top of the mixtape I made for Ben the day after I talked him into helping me lose my virginity.

      Come to think of it, he did a disappearing act then too.
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        * * *

      

      Rushing down the walk because I’m late to catch the bus, I trip over an uneven brick and my bag goes flying.

      “Goddamn it!” Now I have to scramble to pick up purse crap strewn across my front yard. “Fuckety, fucking, fuck!”

      If it’s not obvious, my frustration isn’t just about being late.

      A hand appears in front of my face. When I jerk upright, my forehead collides with a sharp chin. “Ow!” I rub my head. “Jesus, Ben!”

      “Sorry.” He hands me a tampon and a Chapstick. Perfect. I snatch them away and stuff them deep inside my handbag. “What are you doing here?”

      “Giving you a ride to work.”

      “You are?”

      He hasn’t given me a ride to work since we had sex. Ten fucking days ago. I figure it must’ve been so awful for him that he couldn’t face me.

      He jogs over to pick up a receipt that’s flying across the grass. “Yeah. Uh. Sorry about the last couple weeks. The van was in the shop.”

      I side-eye him. “It was?”

      “Didn’t your brother tell you? I called and left a message.”

      “I didn’t get any message.”

      He grabs my hand and pulls me toward the curb where the van waits, engine running. “C’mon, let’s go. You’re gonna be late.”

      Completely discombobulated, I somehow make it to the passenger side without tripping again. Before I know it, the engine’s roaring. I instinctively grab the panic bar as Ben pulls out into morning traffic. Still running his words over in my head, I bleat when the van swerves to the right and into a parking space on a side street.

      Before I can ask what the heck is going on, his mouth covers mine. I’m still braced on the panic bar, but his hungry kisses strip away the layers of anger and hurt that I’ve wrapped myself in since he disappeared on me.

      Apparently, my hands don’t give a shit about pride, because when the slam of a car door startles me out of the kiss, they’re fisted in his shirt and have pulled him almost into my lap. Who knows what my mouth and tongue have been up to, but the pulse pounding in my nether regions tells me they were getting frisky.

      When he pulls away, it’s like ripping a bandage off an open wound.

      He flops back to his own seat, eyes on the van’s ceiling, hands in the air. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Lucy. I’ve tried so hard to stay away from you.”

      “Wait.” I brace myself in more ways than one. “Was the van in the shop or not?”

      “It was. For a few days. But after that, I just—I couldn’t be alone with you again.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because… because this would happen.” He gestures to the space between us and then grips the steering wheel, hard. Lucky van. “When Tony came home from boot camp last week, I couldn’t even look at him without feeling guilty. I knew it was wrong to have sex with you, but I⁠⁠⁠⁠—⁠⁠”

      “Whoa. Why was it wrong?”

      “I took advantage of you. You were⁠⁠⁠—⁠”

      “I asked you to have sex with me, Ben. And I’m eighteen, in case you forgot.”

      He drops his forehead to the steering wheel.

      I shift in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable. “I guess… if you weren’t into it, that’s a whole other thing. Which I get; I mean, I don’t know what I’m doing and”⁠—I gesture to my lumpy thighs and belly—⁠“I’m sure this isn’t the sexiest body you’ve ever seen.”

      His eyes fly to mine, and he shakes his head. “No, Lucy. That is not it. You are… you’re beautiful.”

      Anger, confusion and shame compete for top-dog status. Anger wins. “Then what the hell? Why have you been ignoring me? I thought you thought the sex was terrible but you were afraid to tell me!”

      “That wasn’t it.” He faces front again, holding that steering wheel like the car might take off on its own if he lets go. “It was so good I didn’t think I could be near you without touching you.” His voice is so growly and low I can barely catch the words, but his intent is loud and clear. “Like right now. I just want to climb in the back and get naked with you.”

      I check out the back of his van. “Too bad it’s full of cabinets, ‘cause I’d be up for that.”

      He looks at me, blinking slowly.

      “Ben, come on! I had an orgasm my first time out. Don’t you think I’d want to do it again?”

      He’s looking at me with such shock that it’s almost funny. “You don’t feel guilty?”

      “No, that’s Catholic bullshit. I do not have a Fear of Flying, if you know what I mean.”

      He looks even more confused.

      “It’s a book? By Erica Jong? I’ll lend it to you. I got it from Susan. Her mom lets her read all these cool books. The Sensuous Woman. Our Bodies, Our Selves. The Joy of Sex. I’ve been doing research.”

      His head moves slowly side to side. “So… you want to… do it again?”

      “Have sex?”

      He nods.

      I smack him on the chest. “Duh! Why wouldn’t I?”
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        * * *

      

      “Arf!”

      “Agh!” My eyes pop open. A familiar scent brings me crashing back to the present. “Oh. Thanks for the poop, buddy.”

      I shake my head, still hazy with memories, as I collect a sample. It’s hard to believe that foul-mouthed, forward girl was actually me. It’s like the summer I was eighteen is a chapter from somebody else’s story. I think of that girl as Bad Lucy, but I was so free, so confident, so… sexy, even. It wasn’t just the sex, though there was a lot of that. We had so many silly, stupid jokes. All the songs in every mixtape I made for him—for us—meant something to me because I listened with him.

      Now, instead of dreams of college and being a vet, or of the next time Ben would make my body shudder with pleasure, my daydreams these days are filled with to-do lists. Get to the store after work, make sure my younger brothers Sal and Vinnie are on top of their schoolwork, ask my dad if he ever got his car inspected, take my mom’s suits to the dry cleaner’s. It’s not like I’m my family’s version of Cinderella. I like taking care of them. It makes me feel like I’m a better person. That pleasure junkie I used to be caused a lot of people a lot of pain. And one unrecoverable loss. Things have been better since I got her under control. For everyone.

      And Ben? Ours was probably just one of many sexual flings for him. I’m over him, but that doesn’t mean I won’t get a little revenge by making him pay for a huge cartful of supplies at the pet store.

      I look down at the dog as I open the back door. “Good boy. You did your job. You did your business, and I’ve got my head on straight. Thank you.”

      Pat Benatar’s right. I’m no martyr, and there’s no way Ben Porter and I can be lovers or friends ever again.
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        “Our Lips Are Sealed” - The Go-Go's

        Lucy’s May the Force Be With You Mixtape, Song #7

      

      

      BEN

      Later that afternoon,  I pick up the dog from the vet and when I open the passenger door to the van, he hops right in like he’s done it a hundred times, which reminds me of Tony riding shotgun in this very vehicle—including the drive we took after we found out we’d have to audition for our first play.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a perfect fall day. There’s a clear blue sky that goes on forever, and the air whipping through the open van windows is brisk but not cold. Tony and I are driving out Route 2, killing time till we have to go back to school. And to be honest, both of us need to calm down.

      Tony smacks the dashboard. “This is bogus, man. Just because Coach is doin’ the nasty with Miss Barbetta, we gotta try out for the dipstick play.” He finishes his rant by stomping a foot against the glove compartment.

      I’ve got a good grip on the wheel at ten and two, so when I flinch, the van only swerves slightly. You never know when Tony’ll yell or hit something. “Give him a break, Tony. She’s wicked hot. And like he said, there are a lot more girls in the drama club than on a football team. You’ll be scammin’ in no time.”

      He puts his feet up on the dashboard. “Dude, they’re all Joanies. And the guys are fags. I don’t want people thinking I’m a fairy.”

      “Chill out, man. Since Coach is making everyone try out, no one’s going to think that. And get your feet off the dashboard unless you’re gonna clean it off.”

      “Your damn dad and this van. It isn’t even the good van. It’s his crappy, old one.” He’s grumbling, but he moves his feet and half-heartedly swipes at the footprints.

      “Hey, at least I have something to drive.”

      “Yeah, yeah. So you can drive us to practice with the drama geeks. We’re hosed.”

      Just a few weeks later, it’s a different story. Tony can’t wait to get back to school for play practice. Of course, he spends most of it making out with his leading lady. The stage manager’s constantly having to hunt them down. They’re experts at scoping out every hidden corner.

      I’m in love too, honestly. Not with a girl. A girl settled into that part of my heart a long time ago. Of course, no one knows about that. Not even her.

      Nah, what I’ve fallen in love with is this whole thing of being in a play. My goofing around suddenly fits somewhere. Plus, I can spend time with a bunch of people and feel like I’m part of something without worrying about getting tackled or elbowed or having to slide home to gain approval. Instead, I just have to make people laugh. Which, as it turns out, I’m kinda good at.

      Every day, we Mechanicals—that’s the name for the group of clowns in the show—go practice our parts with this student teacher—a hilarious guy—and then we go back to where the drama teacher rehearses with the rest of the cast and perform what we worked up. It’s killer. We get ’em falling off their seats laughing every time. I can’t wait to do it in front of a real audience.

      Tony can’t wait till we get our costumes. Not because of his, but because Tory, the girl playing Titania to his Oberon, talked the director into letting her not wear a bra under her already skimpy outfit. Tony’s so stoked that he doesn’t seem to notice he’s playing the role of a fairy or be worried about the teasing that’ll follow. He even stopped calling the drama geeks posers. He’s so in love with Tory that she actually got him to memorize his lines—mostly in the right order.

      When I pull up in front of his house, Tony’s already halfway down the front walk. He swings into the passenger seat, mouth running. “Let’s bounce. Time to get to rehearsal. You get to wear your dress, and Tory gets to leave her bra behind. My dick’s itchin’ just thinkin’ about what’s gonna happen at halftime.” We finally learned to call it rehearsal instead of practice, but Tony refuses to call the intermission anything but halftime.

      “You’re such a horndog, Tony.”

      “Yeah, but she loves me anyway. I kid you not, that girl wants me.”

      I give him a look.

      “She says if I get my lines perfect tonight, I can touch her boobs. And if I do the whole run perfect, we can get horizontal.”

      “For real?”

      “For real.” He laughs. “Dude, you’re lucky you’re funny. Otherwise, you’d be in deep shit for being caught on stage wearing a dress.”

      “Cheeuh. Totally.” Even though I’m trying to be cool, I am a little worried about it.

      “I’m so bad in this play that I’m fresh. I’m not a drama geek, I’m making being in the play cool so I’m a drama zeek.”

      “You wish, you asshole.”

      “Yeah. I know I suck.” He sighs. “But Tory loves me anyway.” He shoves my shoulder. Again, the ten and two save me. “You’re really good, though. I gotta tell you, it takes some serious gonads to do what you’re doing.”

      “Thanks, man. I was kind of wiggin’ out about it at first, but now I’m stoked.”

      “Listen, if anybody gives you shit, you let me know. I’ll have ’em eating their shorts.” He turns up the stereo, which is playing “You Sexy Thing” by Hot Chocolate, the third song on the mixtape his sister Lucy made for me this week. Then he turns it down again. “Hey, this reminds me. What about that Letitia? She’s choice. She’s got some perky little ta-tas.”

      “Bite me, Tony. Letitia’s nice.” She’s the only girl in the Mechanicals. I like her, but not like that.

      “I’m not sayin’ she’s a slut. But you’re with her every day. You should ask her out. We could have, like, a double date. I’ve been promising to take Tory out for dinner at Brigham’s.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      And maybe I should. Since Lucy got recruited to work backstage, I’ve also been spending a lot of time with her… usually when Tony’s off feeling up Tory. If I’m being honest here, Lucy has the best breasts in the whole show—they’re literally awesome. Like, I’m full of awe when I get a chance to stare at them. Just the thought of being able to touch them has me hard. But I need to cap that. She may look eighteen, but she’s only fifteen. And even if she was my age, she’d still be off limits.

      “Hey space cadet, did you see that asshole talking to her yesterday?”

      Sometimes it’s like Tony can read my mind. “Uh, no. Oh shit. Was I supposed to give Lucy a ride today?”

      “Nah, she stayed after school to work on the sets. But you gotta help me keep an eye on her, man. That stoner who works backstage with her was practically drooling over her. I mean, make me barf.”

      “Yeah, what a dickweed.”

      “If he gets too close, his dick’s gonna be in the weeds. As in, no longer attached to his body.”

      “Totally.” A sound escapes my mouth. I hope it sounds like indignation instead of terror.
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        * * *

      

      My hands are at ten and two, but I’m not driving down Route 2 any longer. I’m parked in front of my dad’s house. Guess I got back home on autopilot during my trip down memory lane.

      Up in my apartment, Puck bumps his head against my calf before scooting past me to run to my room, where he takes a running leap onto the bed. Turning around, he slaps his front paws low while his rump and tail stay high.

      I wasn’t kidding when I reminded Lucy that I don’t know anything about being a dog owner, but this seems like an obvious invitation to play. Jumping on the bed, I roll him and pretend growl before letting him jump on my chest. He takes the hem of my sweatshirt in his mouth, matching my growls. Before I know it, I’m howling with laughter. When I collapse back on the bed to catch my breath, Puck stretches out next to me, panting, belly up. I give it a rub and then pull him in next to me.

      I haven’t wrestled like this since me and Tony used to tackle each other in leaf and snow piles, ruining all our hard work but having a blast in the process.

      I haven’t laughed like this since… I don’t know when.

      All kinds of memories have been bubbling up today, not just of Tony and Lucy but of every time I went to the Minolas’ house, which was pretty much as often as I could. Food tasted better there. Somebody was always yelling or laughing or crying. Mrs. Minola’s hugs could squeeze the breath out of you. At my house, everything was quiet—had been since we’d moved here from my grandmother’s, where we’d lived after my mom’s death. When Grandma died, too, it was like my dad kind of gave up.

      I’m a little afraid he’s going to give up now.

      Puck sighs next to me. Hm. My dad. “I guess we ought to make sure it’s okay with the old man for you to be here, huh?”

      Knocking on the kitchen door as we enter the house, I call, “Dad?” The lingering scent of Hamburger Helper Beef Stroganoff greets us. I’d recognize it anywhere, along with Shake ’N Bake chicken. I can’t imagine eating that crap now. “You home?”

      I follow what sounds like a baseball game to the den, where my dad’s snoring in his Sofa with a Secret from Jordan’s furniture. At least there isn’t a cigarette burning in the ashtray. He finally gave up smoking a few years ago after one of his employees tossed a butt and almost set the shop on fire. The doctors said quitting probably kept the heart attack from killing him. Still, it’d been close. When I got that call back in June, I cabbed straight to the hospital from the airport after taking the red-eye from LA. Seeing him in that hospital bed scared the shit out of me.

      He looks better now, but nowhere near as vital as the man who raised me. The man I just assumed would always be there for me. By avoiding the Minola family, I’d inadvertently avoided him.

      Maybe all that needs to change.

      I should probably let him sleep now, though. He had a long day today at work, out courting potential customers to give them estimates, something he doesn’t trust anyone else to do. He can meet Puck tomorrow.

      “Come on, pup, let’s go outside,” I whisper. Before we make it out the door, my dad lets out a loud snort, which sets off the dog.

      My dad struggles to sit up straight. “What the hell is that?”

      I try to shush Puck, but he keeps barking. He just doesn’t listen to me like he does to Lucy. “It’s a dog, Dad. He showed up at the apartment this morning.” When I pick him up and wave his bandaged paw, he finally quiets. “I’m keeping him until he gets better and I find his owner. If it’s okay with you.”

      My dad looks around the spotless, orderly room where built-in shelves and oak floors gleam. “Long as you clean up after him.”

      “Oh, sure.” I shift the dog in my arms, trying to get him to stop wiggling. “So, you feeling okay?”

      “I’d feel better if the Sox would score.”

      I nod at the TV. “They’re up by six.”

      He grunts. “You can never be up by too much.”

      “I think I’m going to take him for a little walk. You want to come?” I should get that run in, but I doubt Puck’s up for that. Getting my dad to exercise a bit would be worth taking the day off.

      “Nah, I gotta watch till the end.”

      “Come on, Dad. The doctor said you need to get regular exercise.”

      “I was up and around all day, in and out of the van, climbing stairs. Speaking of which, I went over some things with the bookkeeper today. She said you haven’t cashed any of your checks.”

      I put Puck down and straighten the leash. I’ve been avoiding this discussion. “Dad, I’m just helping out.”

      “But you’re missing work while you’re here, right?”

      I don’t want my dad to worry about me, but it’s embarrassing to talk about the kind of money I make modeling. Plus, I am working at the theater. My weekly salary there wouldn’t cover a dinner out in Los Angeles, but he doesn’t need to know that. “I got a subletter for my place out west, and I have savings. You don’t charge me rent, so I don’t feel comfortable taking money from the shop. Can we just call it even?”

      He frowns. “Well, that brings up another thing I wanted to ask you about. Barney upstairs was asking how much longer you’re staying in the garage apartment. He needs to store some stuff.”

      My dad is essentially recovered, so I don’t really need to stay. My agent would be happy if I got on a plane the minute Romeo and Juliet closes at the end of the month. I’m not quite ready to go, but I don’t want to screw things up for my dad’s paying tenant. “Well, I haven’t decided. I don’t have to be back until November, so I was hoping to stay a bit longer. But I guess if Barney needs⁠⁠⁠—⁠”

      He waves a hand in the air. “Nah, it’s fine. I’ll tell him to put his crap in the basement. If you’re staying into the fall, we’ll have to do something about a heater out there. That’s what had me moving the office inside the house in the first place, you know. It’s drafty out there in the winter.”

      I didn’t know. I never asked why my dad had moved his desk into my old bedroom and my stuff out to the garage apartment. I just enjoyed having my own space when I came home from college for holidays. What a self-centered little asshole I am. “Okay. I’ll look into it.”

      “I can get a deal on some insulation we can put up and maybe some new windows. If you’re really staying.”

      “Yeah, I’m in no hurry to get back.”

      His scruffy brows rise.

      “I mean it, Dad.”

      “You’re sure you’re not putting your career on hold because of me? I don’t want you to do that. I’m fine.”

      His grouchy tone is most likely fueled by frustration with his own vulnerability. Which I get. I’ve been there.

      When I was a kid, I wished I was a real member of the Minola family, rather than just an extra at their table. They were a three-ring circus that I wanted to run away with.

      But this crotchety old guy would do anything for me. So whether he likes it or not, I’m sticking around until I have to go back. It’s not like being away from LA is a sacrifice in any way except financially. The overexposed flash of my life there is colorless in its own fashion.

      Then I remember something. “Actually, there’s a Shakespeare Boston meeting tomorrow about the next play. I’m thinking about trying out for it, if it’s okay with you
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