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    Love can sneak up on you in a heartbeat, even when you aren’t looking for it.


Meredith Wild.





You can’t deny, there’s something between us…


Cat Woman





True love is rare and the only thing that gives life real meaning.


Unknown





The best relationships usually begin unexpectedly.
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Her favorite spot in Cedar Springs was the ridge overlooking the village. Mornings like this, where the fog rolls about crashing into tree trunks, slithering over rocks and flowers while reaching gray filmy fingers through hedges giving the area a misty, dreamlike effect, were her most loved times. Sipping her coffee, she considered the past six years. “Who would have thought?” From a nearby tree, a squirrel chattered at her words, “Oh no you didn’t, you hush.” 

Audrie’s phone vibrated in her pocket, “Text message from Eli. Good morning love.”

“Reply. Yes, it is.”

“Okay, message sent.” 

She smiled so much lately, her face hurt. “What a crazy turn of events.” On Friday, she would marry the most irritating, exasperating, annoying, fabulous man. Of all the places, the Cedar Springs Tree Lighting would be their wedding venue. Audrie laughed at a memory of her and Eli picking at each other. 

Eli Gates was a natural-born jock, except he often tripped over unseen objects if a certain girl was nearby. She had chuckled at his expression, “What? You act like royalty; you think you’re some sort of queen?”

Her response was quick, “Nope, I’m Tyler’s angel and my daddy’s princess, but one day I will be some man’s queen and he will make sure the universe knows it.” She jabbed a finger in his chest, “And don’t you forget it, Elijah Gates.” 

CHRISTMAS: 20 something years ago.

Mr. Rimaldi ushered the schools' choirs off the buses to the bleachers set up for the students. He was five foot nine, dead on. Rimaldi was slim and dressed like some beatnik from an old movie. Their teacher always seemed about ready to scream in panic until showtime. Then he resembled a drill instructor in an ascot. “Audrie, I need you to step over here. We’ll make a chevron so the shorter ones can be seen from the audience.” 

She shuffled her feet to the proper spot. Her chestnut brown hair hung down her back in one long braid, Eli Gates tugged a few stray hairs curling at her nape. She turned, glaring at her attacker, “Ouch! Elijah Gates...you have the manners of mule poop!” Mr. Rimaldi gave him the ‘don’t-make-me-tell-your-mom’ look. 

Over the years, that's how things usually went. Sitting with Jolie outside of Moo-bell Creamery enjoying ice cream cones, Eli and his friends walked by. Audrie sniffed the air, “What is that god-awful smell? Oh, it’s jock breath.”  It never stopped with them.
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“WOW, ONE OF THESE DAYS those freckles will blend in and you’ll have the best tan ever.” Eli nudged his brother, Greg. Audrie’s nose tipped up in the air as she used her best snobby tone, 

“Says the boy who is jealous, pasty as Casper, and second cousin to a pig.” Jolie smiled at her friend’s quip, knowing she would never be as fast with a comeback. Greg laughed at his brother as he entered the store for a cone. 

While Eli rived on teasing Audrie, when Carl Brown teased her because ‘she didn’t have a dad for the dad-n-daughter dance,’ he stepped in. “Moron, he’s in the military and overseas right now.” For punctuation, he punched Carl in the shoulder hard enough to make him stagger. 

Audrie, wide-eyed, took a couple of deep breaths before she whispered “thank you” and ran off to find Jolie. 

By Halloween, they were back needling each other. “I’m betting she goes trick or treating as a witch.” 

Sounding slightly bored, she fired right back at him, “Witches brewed beer and are healers if you weren’t a slug you would know better.” She glanced over at Jolie, “He’s so scary he doesn’t need a mask. It’s so bad their mama needs to tie a pork chop to Eli so the dog doesn’t run from him.” Passing old-timers snickered as she got him again. They had a repeat of the Christmas program, Eli bumped into her, coming close to knocking her off the risers. She flicked his ear when he looked away. Turning, he stepped on his shoelace and tripped. His age group enjoyed a laugh at his expense. 

The following spring Eli took his dirt bike out, he was a consummate show-off. Audrie hiked out toward Crystal pond in search of things for a science project. She exited a light stand of trees in time to spot Eli. He gunned the engine, hit the top of the sandy hill, and sailed across the dry washout from a long-forgotten flood, slamming into the sidewall. The bike tumbled backward, losing a fender as it flipped repeatedly. Gates didn’t have the sense to let go. “Crap,” she slid down the side, calling out his name. “Elijah...That was so stupid. Boys are dumb.” She rummaged in her backpack, “Gates, you better be glad I never empty this thing.” Audrie aimed a flare gun and fired into the air. Satisfied the red smoke curl had enough altitude, she dug back in her pack, pulling out a two-way radio. Still somewhat in shock, she checked for a pulse. 

Grandpa finally heard her screaming, “The radio—pick up the radio.” She fired off a second flare, Greg and the rest of the “sweat sock posse” as Audrie called them, got nosy, and rode that way. 

Panic, drama, and general histrionics ensued. One boy fishtailed out, cutting a path through the woods to wave down the rescue squad, two others wrestled Eli’s bike back home between them. Greg raced off to tell his folks. Audrie was left behind with dark closing in. Radio in hand, she trudged down deer trails that disappeared into the brush, wandering until she found a tree she marked with colored chalk. 

Crackles from the two-way gave her hope. “Audie bear, where are you?” Tyler’s voice never sounded so good. “Lost in the woods,” She explained how she used pink chalk to mark the trees, but she couldn’t find them. Big brother to the rescue, he left his buddies behind. He kept moving, crashing through the thicket that opened to the trail, calling her name. 

Audrie responded, like they were playing a dry land version of Marco Polo until Tyler swept her up in his arms. “I got ya Audie. Big brother has you.” He put her on his shoulders and hiked back out, promising to find out who left a little girl in the woods with sundown coming fast. He rattled several people and busted a couple more in the mouth. Everyone understood you cross Audrie, you deal with Tyler. 

Greg had a shiner for a couple of weeks. When Eli asked enough questions to find out why and who had belted him, it irritated him as much as if she were his sister. Not happy, he tracked Audrie down, finding her in the village with Jolie. He apologized and offered to buy them a bag of candy from The Sweet Tooth. Next on his list, catch up to his brother and friends, “That was damn lame. My head got cracked open, and I broke my arm. Every damn one of you took off and left a little girl in the woods. It was a totally stupid move on all of you.” Greg took offense, which set up several more head-butting sessions. 
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COFFEE BECAME HER THING when she was young. Grandpa Walt read that a cup of coffee would help break up the stuff in her lungs when she had bronchitis. He spent a week roasting different varieties of beans to come up with what he called “The baby blend.” She refilled the cup, inhaling deeply as her mind wandered off again, taking her back to childhood in the springs. 

A line of Girl Scouts on bikes wound their way to the pond. Over the next couple of hours, they pitched tents, and got a campfire started. They worked on first aid and camping badges, ate dinner, and carried out their ceremonies. Campfire tin foil packet dinners made clean up easy and then, s’mores time. Everyone’s favorite was roasting marshmallows. Embers glowed within a ring of rocks stacked two high; eventually, everyone took to their tents. 

Fifty yards out, Eli Gates and five friends carried out a bear-skin rug they found in an abandoned house. They used electrical tape to anchor the hide to his wrists and tip-toed away. He swatted at the tents as he roared and growled, scaring the girls. Screams echoed into the dark scaring birds long ago taken to their roost in the trees, flew off. It was all funny until the troop leader came out of the tent with a shotgun. Gates bellowed as ran for the tree line, “No one said she had a damn gun!” 

Audrie stood in front of the leaders, hands fisted on nearly non-existent hips. “Elijah Gates proves over and over that boys are plain stupid.” The leaders agreed with her, the time to talk with his mother had come. 

A month later, the leaders warned the girls, several boys are camping and fishing on the river, to expect shenanigans. She didn’t realize the girls would be leading the charge. They crept into the camp, tying the zippers on the tents together with dental floss. Air horns at twenty paces had the boys jumping and trying to escape their tents. Audrie remained close enough to hear Gates yell, “Mike, you moron, you pissed all over the place.” Giggling, she ran to catch up with the others, sneaking back into their tents. Years passed before they discovered their leaders had a bet, revenge would happen. 

Hearing a whistle, Audrie looked up. Tyler waved between tossing logs into the back of his SUV. She returned the greeting and blew kisses, laughing when he returned highly exaggerated ones. Seeing her brother happy and in love made her heart sing. Sunlight coming through the canopy left dappled patterns on the ground. Refilling her cup once more, she savored the flavor as she contemplated life in the springs. “I need to get the lead out. I have a to-do list as long the day is and Friday isn’t slowing down.” She fired up the engine, taking her time on the drive into town.

***** 
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ELI FINISHED OFF HIS juice and pancake platter from the diner. His brother strolled through the back door. “Coffee.” Greg handed over an extra-large cup. “Little man is already smiling at every damn woman he sees. I’m going to lock him up at eleven and let him out at twenty. No way in hell I’m reliving my stupid years.” Eli snickered at his brother as he unlocked the door. “How’s Jolie feeling?” His sister-in-law delivered a Greg mini-me in mid-October on a rainy night. She was in her glory. He spent an afternoon trying to put baby gear together with his brother as they attempted to figure out why one tiny human needed so much junk. “She’s good and highly excited.” He drained half the cup at once. “So, you ready to get hitched?” 

“Beyond ready, I have checked the calendar a dozen times today alone.” Eli had a silly grin in place. “I never saw this coming.” 

Greg raised his cup in salute to the comment, “Trust me, bro, you are not alone.” 

*** 
[image: ]


GREG BOUNCED THEM ALL over driving his beat-up truck out to Crystal pond. So named for obvious reasons, the water was crystal clear to the bottom. A couple of cold beers, some corny line and they were at the edge. “It’s muggy as all get out, let’s go for a swim.” 

“No bathing suit.” 

“Don’t need one. It’s just you, me, and the man in the moon.” One kiss led to more interesting things. “Skinny dip a little, drink a little, bang a little, sounds damn near perfect.” 

“What would make it perfect?” her arms wrapped around his neck as she nuzzled a spot under his ear. 

“You saying yes.” 

She had already decided she would have him that night. Jolie shimmied out of her cut-offs wearing nothing but skin. Greg had trouble formulating words as he rushed to leave his clothes behind. When she pulled the tank top over her head, he lost the ability to speak. “If you laugh, I’ll cry. I have no idea what to do. You’ll have to show me.” 

Greg wouldn’t say he remembered how at that moment in time. She floated on her back like some water nymph teasing him. He laid her on the sandy edge, exploring her body with his mouth. Praying and hoping he had listened well enough to the older guys to make their parts work in unison, Greg pressed on. Her moan spurred him to move faster. Fingers eased into places she never had them before as he whispered in her ear or kissed her neck. 

Most of his “conquests” had partners that listed into the double digits. This was uncharted territory. Some older guys said if the girl was on top she could control the tempo. Greg thought she knew not to rush until she moved, taking his full being at once. He felt the membrane give. Her eyes went wide, then filled with tears as he felt the stickiness of her blood. 

Gasping for air, Greg blurted out, “Baby, you trying to kill us both?” It was a mad dash to stimulate as many parts on her at once. They ended up clonking heads, he swore mightily when he bit his tongue. Determined to finish what they started, they waded out further. With her legs wrapped around him, they finally completed the task. From the way she milked him, he would say she at least had something close to an orgasm. 

When he picked her up the next night, she had a bag with her. “Okay handsome, take us back to the pond.” Halfway there, she ran her tongue over her lip. “I got a blow-up mattress for your truck bed, a tarp because I don’t know what all is in there, an air pump and two different kinds of rubbers.” He came close to wrecking. Greg no sooner had the blue mattress filled then she shucked her clothes. His only thought—whichever penny in his pocket was the lucky one, he planned on framing the thing. 

“Can I touch you?” skin to skin Greg felt like a twelve-year-old with a girly magazine. 

“Anything you want as long as you don’t slap it.” Before he had an inkling what she intended to do, she began stroking his balls and had a mouthful of him. “Jol-lee, god babe, uh, yeah,” his hands tangled in her hair as she mumbled something around him that sounded like, “Is that okay?” his eyes closed and he knew, there would never be another like her. “Yeah babe.” A few more slow strokes of her tongue and hand and he mixed a moan with begging her to stop. “Jo, babe, stop, stop, stop, this thing is gonna blow and choke you, I’m so fired up.” 

He managed to wrestle the condom on and fill her before his prediction turned to fact. His legs wobbled, that was a first. Greg knew he was good for two, hell maybe three rounds. Whatever witchcraft she practiced, she knew one word. “More” and his dick stood up and said yes ma’am. He didn’t bother to clean out the bed of his truck. By the end of the weekend, it looked like an orgy was held there. Eli gave him a ration of shit about coming in loaded. Greg pinged off the counter twice as he made his way through the kitchen, “Never had a chance, that girl about turned my ass inside out.” He eased into a chair. “I think my balls are bruised from banging against her sweet ass.” 

“Dopey ass grin will give you away every time. Besides, Sweeney has nose hairs bigger than her.” Eli slapped more peanut butter on a slice of bread. 

“I’m telling you, I am a marked man.” He shook his head like their neighbors’ lab did coming out of the pool. “I’m going to bed.” Eli snickered as his brother pulled himself up the stairs. Jolie had her sights set on Greg from elementary school. 

Eli shook his head, he and Audrie had been like two cats with their tails caught in the same wringer. We are always sniping at each other. His brother came in sore and bragging about his night. It was far different from how his night turned out. He tossed the last few silver bullets into the ice-filled cooler when Audrie came sauntering out to the parking lot, licking whipped cream off some drink. Giving her the once over, Eli couldn’t resist, “You going to Diana’s?” 

“Not a snowball’s chance.” 

His eyes followed the cherry from its mile-high whipped cream bed to her pink carnation colored lips before he shook himself back to reality. “I thought you liked pool parties.” 

“Gates, really? If half of those,” her head shook, “I don’t know what to call them...come on. When you’re as naked as the day you were born in front of most of your class, I’m thinking find a job at a club and at least make some money.” He snickered. “And these are the same bitches that will yell some dude didn’t treat them right...nope, you asked for it. Act like a cheap whore, that’s how you are treated. No sympathy.” 

“So you aren’t into group endeavors?” 

“Not in the least. I’m not a prude, I just came equipped with a bit of self-respect.” She got in her car and left. As he pulled in at the party, her words echoed in his head. Standing at the gate, she had nailed it. Some ingenious soul thought up a “game” they played in the pool. Eli’s eyes rolled so hard, it hurt. Girls, most were naked, sat on the guys' shoulders, so the guy had a mouthful of the girl as they tried to shoot basketballs into the poolside nets. He turned around and left. “Of all the people to be right, it had to be her.”

***** 
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JOLIE CARLSON ELBOWED her best friend Audrie. Across the Myrtle Beach bar stood the reason they were there. Greg Gates. She could admit, both he and his brother had been blessed with extraordinary genes. Along with nicely filling out a pair of jeans. However, she considered them both to be a pain in the butt. Fake IDs got the girls dayglow orange bracelets saying they were legal. They shimmied their way to the bar, “Beachcomber and a lite.” The bartender nodded, Audrie threw folding money in the tip jar, he wasn’t going to bitch. “Hey, can I snag a to-go lid please?” he shrugged and handed one over, watching intently as she slid the straw through the hole and snapped it in place on the glass. His head tipped sending his dreads almost to the sink. “Just do not trust a whole lot of people.” He smiled and gave her a thumbs up. Audrie was three drinks in when she realized she couldn’t find Jolie or Greg. 

Growing up in the military meant meeting all kinds of people, and knowing how to read them. The establishment catered to a younger variety of drunks, bull-shitters, and louts. One of which blocked her way while trying to convince her to do something he couldn’t afford on a city street corner. What the hell made him think he could get away with asking her, evaded any sort of logic. Audrie laughed and pointed, “Damn, she’s topless.” When the lout spun to find out who had evacuated their shirt, she darted past him to the patio. Hearing Jolie, she knew she was on the right track. 

Elijah Gates sat kicked back on the patio, beer in hand when his worst nightmare scooted out the door. Looking over the rim of his bottle as her lips closed around a straw made him forget what a nuisance she could be for half a second. Until his teammate followed her and tried to yank her back inside. Credit where due Audrie didn’t budge an inch. It was like her toes curled into the boards anchoring her in place. “Lay off Connors.” 

Conversations ceased. 

“What’s it to you Gates?” 

“Just leave her alone.” 

Officially annoyed, Audrie popped off with, “Known fact, those who act like the biggest dick usually have the least to work with.” Two-fer. One insult, two males. Some of the inebriated spectators snickered as she started off to drag Jolie back to reality. Hearing a crash behind her, she turned to find Eli and Connors acting like a couple of Banty roosters. A bouncer separated them. Shaking her head at their silliness, she followed the path to the beach. “Girl, what is it about that boy that makes you so stupid?” They were sliding out of Greg’s truck. 

“We can stay at Greg’s.” Jolie sounded as pleased as could be. 

“Nope, I am keeping my ass in the van. How many people are in that room anyway?” Jolie’s face fell, she hadn’t considered that. Audrie consented to park in the motel lot for the night; which sat maybe fifty yards away. Before long she hit the dance floor with Eli growling about ‘the little girl being out of her league,’ as he scared off the guy she danced with. 

“We’ll see Gates, we’ll see.” Jolie had a mini camera and thought she should be the photo bug of the week. It kept her busy and out of Greg’s truck so Audrie decided not to fuss. Just before last call, she led Jolie out of the bar, her friend whined about not being with Greg. “shush and put your butt in the seat.” 

Audrie moved to the motel lot, knowing she should put a cat bell on her friend. “Eww. I hope he boils those lips if he kisses that.” 

Jolie turned, baby-stepping to do so. “Oh em gee, that’s my-daddy-is-a-preacher-so-I-am-so-good Lyndsey Jones.” 

Audrie rolled her eyes, wishing she had never mentioned omg in a report on Lord Fisher. “She never said good at what.” Topless and shaking the smallest boobs in gym class; Lyndsey appeared quite pleased and oblivious until the cops pulled in. Sprinting across the drive and down a couple of spots, she jerked the truck door open, “Gates!” he turned in the seat to find the least likely person. “Damn it.” She grabbed his shirt and pulled him down, locking lips with him. 

His world tipped, pink lemonade lips melted into a rum-soaked kiss that left him dazed. One hand wrapped around her head as he stumbled out the truck door. Lyndsey’s shriek rent the air, Audrie dug at her ear, “Damn banshee.” 

Eli couldn’t get out her name in its entirety. “Dree.”

“I owed ya one jock brain. Cops.” 

What happened to the pigtail wearing little girl who always seemed to know too much? What happened to the raging smart aleck who managed to look down her nose at him—while physically looking up? When had she graduated to dancing with a concrete cowboy, beer bottle held high in a parking lot of an out of business K-mart? Eli pulled her back for another kiss. His hand slid down her back until a nightstick tapped him. 

She stepped back, staring at the star football player. In the time it took her to run over and snag Eli, the preacher’s daughter dropped her shorts and created quite the spectacle dancing naked at the passenger side door of Eli’s truck as inebriated males of all ages cheered her on.  

Rain moved in putting a damper on spring break. Audrie and Jolie drove back to Cedar Springs, singing along to the radio. At Archer’s garage, she traded out the van for her VW Bug she christened Macaroni. A line from a song brought Audrie up short, “tell me at least one of y’all used protection.” The look on Jolie’s face conveyed all Audrie needed. For two weeks they waited until she showed up at school and announced she did not need to worry. “Let me guess, now you’re sad because you think he would marry you and take you away?” 

She slammed her locker door, all set to rip into Jolie when Lyndsey sashayed up. “Well, if it isn’t the barfly babies. Have fun with Greg?” Jolie was stunned at being called out. She had not been the one making a scene, although, she imagined everyone knew what went on in that king cab. 

Before Jolie could say anything, Audrie mimicked the blond, “Tell us how much fun being carted off to jail buck ass naked is. Did you enjoy that? And did you really think those teeny tiny titties are going to hold Gates’ attention for more than a second? Hell, he probably spent more time trying to figure out where you hid the valve stem to fill ‘em up than he did looking at the pitiful things. I mean honestly, you need a search party to find your boobs.” That was when she realized you could hear the proverbial pin drop. One long high school hall, full of students and it was dead silent. 

Jolie grabbed her friend, steering her down the hallway and out the closest door. “What the heck girl? Are you trying to get us in trouble?” 

“Us? In trouble?” her patience maxed out. “Jolie, may I remind you, Lyndsey is who got naked as the damn day she was born; boppin’ about trying to convince Eli Gates to screw her one lil bitty brain cell out.” Each word had gotten louder until she hit a full shout. With a groan, she realized they were once again, the center of attention. 

*** 
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ELI STOOD IN A HALF-circle of players on a college practice field listening to their coach when the call came. “Gates, you’re out.” Sidelined, benched because he had been charged for something he didn’t do. The sight of  cops come across the field made him want to be sick to his stomach. His picture graced the newspaper's front page, with a companion shot of him being led off the field in cuffs. She waited on the request; for him to swallow his ego and say “come explain it.” Instead, Audrie caught Greg spouting off about how it was all her fault. Eli became a hot commodity; his photo appeared in a dozen magazines leaving some club with a different woman in each one. 

Audrie enlisted the help of her Aunt Maggie. They drove three hours out to be at court. His parents were as baffled as the attorney when she rose from the back row and walked forward. ”Your honor, I have information.” The clerk swore her in as both legal sides approached the bench arguing they had no idea what she had to offer. 

Answering each question as it came. The prosecution had the biggest surprise. “Define your relationship with Elijah Gates.” 

“Relationship? Are you nuts? Contemptuous at best, on a good day. That stupid ball he always has in his hands has more brains, personality, and far less ego.” “Then why are you here?”

“You are a lawyer correct?” the judge slid his glasses down his nose, “Just making sure, I mean, even the simplest minds can figure out why one goes to court. “ Twitters of laughter rushed through. “Right versus wrong. If he was guilty I would be selling popcorn and sodas for a chance to watch him burn. However...he didn’t have sex with her. Lyndsey got naked on her own, he was otherwise occupied. I made fun of her along with about half of her so-called friends.” 

“Why would she suddenly strip naked?

“Drunk and horny would be my guess.” The preacher’s stink-eye glare didn’t faze her.

Again, this time the judge banged his gavel once to bring everyone back into line. 

“Describe the moral character of Mr. Gates.” 

“Considering the Gates’ have been married for close to twenty-five years, I would say pretty decent. However, his sons are horn dogs. If there is a bit...” She corrected herself, “hound in heat, they could locate said hound in a half a heartbeat.” Mr. Gates gave both of his sons that ‘we’re going to talk’ look.

When they left, Maggie had to laugh, “Girlie-o, your daddy would shit a big golden brick. But I’m proud of you for doing the right thing.”

Greg didn’t view it that way. Jolie’s mom and stepdad forbid them to even be near each other. He was sloppy drunk ranting and raving about how it was her fault Eli almost lost his scholarship. Slowly it spread around the town, the whispers behind her back, covert dirty looks. Audrie’s usual response revolved around a middle finger.

***
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A THANK YOU WOULD KILL Eli. But, happy hour became a friend and closing time was a free for all with the shutterbugs. Jolie once mentioned that most of the women he dated sort of resembled her; she was convinced he had a thing for Audrie. That idea made her gag.

Eli stared at the calendar not actually seeing it or anything else. He muttered, “The hands of fate like to twist things into knots, and I am one of those things.” He thought back to that last summer. His place on the team was secured, scouts from pro teams began showing up at his games. TSN put his name out there so much someone asked if his daddy bought The Sports Network.

*****
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JOLIE ADJUSTED HER red bikini as she climbed out of the water. Audrie leaned back on her elbows, one leg bent letting the sun have its way with her skin. On the other side of the river, a party was underway. As the man of the day, he spent the last hour anchored in an inner tube. Yep, I can see why Greg is warm for her form. Smokin lil body on that one. Easily confused, but. Holy Hannah, who is she with? Wowza. He adjusted his sunglasses, oh my god, Audrie. Oh for ...damn, nice ass. Lost in his reverie, he barely noticed his brother swim over to the girls. 

Greg stood in front of Audrie, “Look, I said I’m sorry, I was drunk and...”

“And stuff it up your ass Greg, thanks to you I couldn’t buy a job in this town, everyone acts like I am something evil. If it rains, I’m damn blamed. If the sun shines too much, my fault. Got a flat tire? Oh, it has to be that West girl. Screw you, the cockroach you rode in on, and the whole damn town. I turn eighteen in two days and I am gone.” 

Jolie cried on his shoulder. Her only friend planned on leaving. He spent two solid hours talking his way out of that one. Most of what she said to his brother made no sense, or he didn’t want it to make sense. Either way, it nearly blew up his future. People always talk about an “it factor.” Audrie West had it. He didn’t think she recognized it. 

Audrie left in a blaze of glory. More like a speeding fire engine red VW Bug she had tagged ‘Macaroni.’ He remembered like it was yesterday, as soon as he realized she was gone, he wanted her back in town. The fact that he was leaving meant nothing. With her in the springs, he wouldn’t need a reason to come back more often.  That isn’t how it went, though. 

If he wanted to roll in the truth, Elijah Gates would admit he was as much attracted to as annoyed by the younger woman. She had seen more of the world, some was downright bad. Hands down, she knew far more than most of her classmates. She gave as good as she got, sometimes better. Not a lot fazed her, little scared her. Audrie was saucy. He figured if she went to the city, she would go into the theater or to sing some place, then he discovered she went to work for an advertising place. It didn’t strike him as being something she would go into. What did he know? Obviously, not near enough when it came to her.
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Walt weighed out another pound of freshly roasted coffee beans. The talk in the village was the wedding. It made him smile. There had been so many dark days. He couldn’t wait. Mila’s fingers trailed across his back. “Penny for your thoughts,” he set the bag and scoop on a table and spun his wife around. They waltzed around the shop to the amusement of customers. Everyone in town knew that Walt came home from military service and married the girl who wrote to him twice a week. She was still the light of his life. “I can see it in your eyes, you’re remembering when our girl left.” She kissed his chin, “She’s home, happy and marrying a fine young man.” 

“You aren’t fooling anyone; you’re hoping babies will soon follow.” Walt hugged his granddaughter, Audrie, tight. “Don’t be like your brother, come back and visit us. Just won’t feel like the holidays without you.” In his eyes, she was the perfect mix of his son, Jay, and daughter-in-law, Carmen. A fireball who took the world by the power of a smile, granted, butting heads with the local hero had not done her any favors. But no one would remember it in a week. “And don’t go marrying a city boy.” 

“Pick a number.” 

“Well, seven is supposed to be lucky.”

“I promise, in seven years if I haven’t found a city boy and got married,” she side-eyed her grandpa with her signature smile in place, “I will come back and show you a Christmas to remember.”

***** 
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SIX MONTHS DIDN’T GIVE her long to get settled in, but she didn’t have any choice. Working for her Aunt Maggie had netted her just enough cash for a tight budget. Not a ramen noodles and ketchup version of spaghetti, but a lot of macaroni and cheese kind of tight. She had to land, set up shop, and find a job or jobs in her case, and then what happens — happens. A fast bartending gig got her cash, which was crucial. With that, she could work on the wardrobe aspect. Her uniform was short shorts leaving little to the imagination and a bar logo t-shirt that left a bit of skin showing. One problem, it was only a couple of days a week. She found a place that would fit in the closet of her room in military quarters. Four hundred square feet not counting the bathroom, but she could afford it for six months. Two days there she pulled a second gig tending bar. Her Aunt Maggie’s friend ran a rowdy little bar in an area where you could find longshoremen and executives side by side. The Copper Dawg was loud from the time one came in until closing time. At any point during the shift, someone would break out in a sing-along with the piped-in music. Audrie’s mind wandered as she set up for the night. 

Working The End Zone, was a quieter crowd, TVs everywhere, games on all the time. A month in, the new expansion NFL team was announced. It didn’t matter where they were located in the northeast. They all claimed it. When she heard Eli Gates had been selected as a linebacker, she was ready to toss her toenails. It was worse when they tromped in. “Hey, Sweet Cheeks.” 

Audrie gave him a once over, disdain showing in her lip curl. “Whatcha drinking?” she had moved on to the next customer. 

Gates leaned over, “hey, Dree,” her eye roll was epic. “One of these days you’ll be sorry you never took what I offered.” 

“Like I would regret not having chickenpox, the plague, fleas, Nope, don’t think so Gates.”  

“Hey,” the barback, an annoying little twerp, spouted off, “the boss said you could be a little nice to them.” 

In unison, they snorted, followed by “When pigs fly.” Not long after that, he found out she landed a gig at The Copper Dawg. It reminded him of weekends at Maggie’s bar. A typical weeknight crowd made rowdy look tame. Wednesday was guy’s night instead of ladies night. One customer, every shift made a person want to take up boxing. 

“I thought little girls are made of sugar and spice.” Audrie eyed the customer she thought he fell out of the 1980s, gold chains, and a in a Hawaiian shirt to boot. 

“Yeah, I’m not anyone’s “little girl” and I run on fire and ice. Reach over that bar again and drawback nubs.” 

Gunny kept an eye on everything in his establishment. He made his way between the bartenders, “Problem?”

“Nope, dumb ass just doesn’t understand my ass ain’t on the menu.” He reached back and hit the red light button. A bouncer cleared a path to them. Gunny nodded at the jerk, “he fell and broke his arm.” The bouncer, a large man of Samoan ancestry smiled, cracked his knuckles, and hoisted the man over his head. The crowd chanted Ru-a, Ru-a as he carted the man out, depositing him on the sidewalk with a resounding thud. A couple of times. Until the boss was correct in his assumption. 

Elijah stayed where he could see the end of the bar Audrie worked, he missed something. He never knew she had a hidden wild side, mouthy yes. He had spent eons on the receiving end of her barbs. “Damn, how was I never aware she grew into a hottie? When the hell did that happen?” Jose’ Cuervo blared from the speakers. The girls began singing along and setting up shots, barbacks raced to crack open new bottles as waitresses grabbed money for the booze. 

The place was packed. Some clown wearing a t-shirt with a vegan slogan emblazoned across his scrawny chest wormed his way through the crowd. He nudged Eli, nodding at Audrie and grabbing his crotch as he spoke. “I want that southern belle’s face right here.” Eli planted a fist in the guy’s mouth, knocking a couple of teeth out. No one paid attention, they just kept shoving him along until he landed at the door. Two songs later, one from Jay and the Americans played. Audrie harmonized well with the song, leaving several men gazing up at her like a goddess. Eli elbowed his way in closer when it got to “I knew that you felt it too, by the look in your eyes” he sang along. The front row went quiet as they finished the song. She stared directly at him, “Fuck you, Gates.” 

“Any time, any place.” He left smiling. 

Audrie had set a goal, then, she was out of there and on to a grown-up job. The sooner she didn’t need to deal with the likes of him, the happier she would be. 

***** 
[image: ]


CARELESS, PLAIN AND simple, it was something Tyler wasn’t usually. However, he had argued with Savannah and had a couple more whiskey and cokes than he should. The guy came out of nowhere. They traded some punches. “Or, I could send someone to go grab that pretty little sister of yours.” Those words proved fateful. Threatening Audrie made something in him snap. He spent enough time running. By the time Las Vegas Police discovered the bones, Tyler had long since relocated to Colorado. 

***** 
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SAVANNAH CLOCKED IN on time and with a chip on her shoulder the size of Mt. Everest
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