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~ Fourteen years ago ~

The gravel on Lot 12 in front of the single-wide trailer Nova Kinsley called home warmed her bottom. She picked up a rock and squeezed it in her hand before adding it to the growing pile between her outstretched legs. The raised voices inside the house distracted her, and she lost track of how many rocks she'd counted.

"Why are your mom and my mom yelling at each other?" whispered Shayla.

Nova shrugged, pushing her hair out of her face, and looked at her cousin. "I don't know. Probably boring adult stuff."

Aunt Jennie had braided both of their hair after a breakfast of Fruit Loops, and already hers was coming undone. Shayla's hair always stayed nice, even though her cousin was six months younger than her.

A man coughed. Nova squinted against the sun in her eyes and gazed out at Joe, her mom's boyfriend. He leaned against the bug smoking a cigarette while waiting for her mom to come back outside.

That's what her mom called her car. Bug.

The black car looked like a giant potato bug, all round and with lights for the eyes. Her cousin Nick would slug her in the shoulder every time her mom drove up to the trailer after working at the restaurant in town. Nick would laugh and run away from her when she tried to hit him back, but he was older and could run faster.

"Hey, kid. See what's keeping your mom and tell her to hurry. We need to beat the traffic." Joe flicked his cigarette in her direction.

She watched the smoke curl against the gravel from the discarded cigarette and hopped to her feet. Her mom told her to play outside, and she could tell something big was going on. Nobody said anything to her, but she heard her mom talking on the phone through her bedroom wall last night. Her mom wanted to go somewhere far away.

Nova opened the screen door slowly and peeked her head inside. Aunt Jennie and Mom stood in the kitchen. Both of their heads turned at the sound of the hinge squeaking.

"There's my baby girl." Her mom smiled. "Come here, Nova."

She hurried inside, glad she wasn't going to get in trouble. Most of the time in the trailer park the adults sent her away when they talked. She liked playing outside, and there were always kids who came over to see if she wanted to ride bikes.

"Mr. Joe wants you to hurry." Nova tilted her head. "Where are you going?"

"That's what I need to talk to you about." Her mom picked her up with a groan and set her on the counter. "You're getting to be such a big girl."

Nova touched the leather strip with the green beads dangling from her mom's ponytail and hung down her mom's chest. She stayed quiet, knowing whatever her mom had to say was important.

"Mommy's going away for a while." Her mom smiled big, and her eyes grew excited. "Joe's buying us a new home and when we get settled, I'm going to come back and get you. You'll have a bigger room and a yard to play in. Won't that be nice?"

"What about Shayla and Nick? Aunt Jennie? Do they get a new house, too?" Her stomach tightened in excitement, and she kicked her feet over the edge of the counter, banging her sneakers against the cabinet below. "Can I have a swing set?"

"You can have whatever you want, baby." Her mom laughed.

Aunt Jennie cleared her throat. "Krissy."

Her mom ignored her aunt's frown and tickled Nova's ribs. She laughed and lunged for her mom, wrapping her arms around her neck and felt her bottom leave the counter. She held on tight and giggled. Her mom rarely picked her up, because she was a big girl.

At eight years old, she had to act like a young lady. Young ladies had more rules, which she hated. She wasn't supposed to play in the ditch and catch tadpoles anymore and last year she went shirtless with all the kids in the park during the summer. Now she had to wear a shirt when all her friends rode bikes through the sprinklers because her mom said she'd get boobs soon.

She wasn't sure she wanted boobs. It wasn't fair that Nick and the other boys could take their shirts off.

"I need to go." Her mom kissed Nova's cheek, then her other cheek and not stopping, she kissed all over Nova's face making her laugh and squeeze her eyes closed. "There's all the kisses you need. One for each night I'm gone, and then I promise to come back and take you to our new home. I can't wait, Nova. It's going to be the best thing that ever happened to you."

Her mom eased her down until Nova's feet hit the floor. Nova gazed up into her mom's hazel eyes shining with happy tears. "Is Aunt Jennie babysitting me?"

"Yep. She sure is, and you will have a blast." Her mom ran her hand down Nova's hair, and her voice softened. "Aunt Jennie will help you pack your things, and you'll stay at her trailer in Shayla's room. You'll like that. It'll be like having a sister."

She clutched her hands in front of her chest. "A sleepover?"

"Lots of sleepovers." Her mom bent at the waist and kissed Nova's nose. "Now, go outside like a good girl and tell Joe I'm coming. Be nice to him and tell him thank you for buying us a new house."

"Krissy." Aunt Jennie stepped closer to her mom. "Can't you see what you're doing to her?"

Nova glanced back and forth between her aunt and her mom, too excited to wonder what was more important than getting a new bigger house with a yard. She ran out the door, letting the screen door bang shut. 

Her feet flew over the gravel. "Shayla. Shayla!"

Her cousin dropped the rocks in her hand and stood up. She grabbed onto Shayla's shirt and jumped in front of her. "I'm staying at your house. We're going to share a room. Then, mom's coming back for me, and I'm going to move into a gigantic house. You can come, too. And, Nick. We can all have a sleepover, and mom said I'd have a yard we can play in. Maybe she'll buy me a new bike and a swimming pool I can blow up."

Shayla laughed and grabbed her hand. Nova stopped jumping, remembering her mom's instructions and dragged her cousin with her to talk to Joe.

"Mom's coming out." She gazed up at Joe and stepped forward to wrap her arms around his hips. "Thank you, thank you, thank you."

"Hey, hey, what's that for, kid?" Joe's deep voice rattled in laughter.

She stepped back. "For buying us a new house."

Joe never hung out long in the trailer park, and she rarely talked to him. She bit her lip. Once in a while, he'd take her along on one of his dates with her mom and buy her ice cream. She had a feeling he had never met any kids her age. He never gave her piggy back rides or tickled and teased her the way some of the men at the trailer park played with her.

"You'll do okay here." Joe lit another cigarette and blew a long stream of smoke before pulling his wallet out of his back pocket. "Here, have a couple of dollars and catch the ice cream truck when it comes through."

She grinned at Shayla and shoved the money in the pocket of her shorts before anyone could see. The other kids in the park would be jealous and try to take it from her.

Nova spotted Nick riding his bike between the two trailers and ran over to tell him the good news. Her older cousin jumped off the seat and threw his bicycle to the ground, glaring at Joe. Nick never told her why he always hated Joe coming around. Maybe her news would change Nick's mind, and they could all be friends.

"I'm staying at your house while my mom and Joe buy a new house." She laughed in excitement. "Don't tell anyone, but I think when mom comes back, we'll all move. Won't that be fun?"

Nick's frown deepened. "Where's your mom, Nova?"

"Inside," she said.

Nick put his arm around Nova's shoulders. "Stay out here with me, okay?"

"Okay." She grinned. Nothing would stop her happiness, even Nick being bossy and acting like he was cooler than her because he was older and bigger.

The screen door slapped against the house, and her mom hurried outside carrying a black garbage sack at her side. Nova looked up at Nick wanting to show him that she was right. Her mom was happy and would soon be back to get them all.

"Nova, come here, baby." Her mom handed the sack to Joe and kneeled in the grassy patch in the gravel.

Nova ran to her mom and leaned into the massive hug. "I can't breathe."

Her mom kissed her again. 

She wiggled. "How many nights will I sleepover with Shayla?"

"Hm, ten? Maybe twelve." Her mom laughed when Nova squealed, looking forward to spending time with her best friend. 

"I love you, mommy." Her stomach cramped, knowing her mom wouldn't be there to make sure she went to bed on time or make her popcorn while she watched cartoons. Suddenly, her going away scared her. Twelve nights was a long time. Longer than she'd ever been away from her mom.

She'd felt that feeling before when she had to stay with Mrs. Donovan or at school when the teacher told her to stop talking and do her work. The scared feeling would go away after her mom came back.

"I love you so, so, so much," whispered her mom. "I need to go now, so be a good girl for your aunt, okay?"

She nodded. Her chest hurt, and she blinked trying not to cry like a baby because everyone was looking at her.

Shayla stepped up beside her and held Nova's hand. She squeezed back.

Joe shut the front of the bug and got in the car. "Let's go, Krissy."

Her mom waved and blew her a kiss. Nova stared back, unable to lift her hand or see through the tears filling her eyes. She wanted to run after her and beg to go, too. She'd be quiet and not ask where they were going. She wouldn't kick the back of the seat or sing or anything.

Nick walked up and stood on the other side of Nova and put his arm around her shoulders. "You'll be okay, Nova. Your mom is coming back for you and you've spent the night at our house lots of times before."

"I know." She sniffed.

The bug started, and her mom continued to wave out the window. Nova leaned against Nick. She wanted to go with her mom.

Two short honks of the horn and her mom left the trailer park. Nova released Shayla's hand and turned away from Nick to wipe her eyes on her shirt without her cousins noticing. Her mom would be back. She'd promised.
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Nova Kinsley's rapid heartbeat broke through the music drifting into her room from downstairs in the Sterling Building. She slipped the thin piece of cardboard she'd ripped off a shoebox between the sliding door in her room and the sensor at the end of the wire hooked to the alarm system. A decade-old system that guaranteed no unpaying customers came into the illegal bordello via the balcony and none of the prostitutes snuck away from doing their job.

Luckily, she grew up running wild in a trailer park and knew her way out of any situation.

She held the makeshift barrier in place with one hand and grabbed the roll of Duct tape she held between her knees. Tearing a piece of tape off with her teeth, she fastened the cardboard and tested her cleverness.

The door slid open soundlessly, and her homemade contraption stayed intact. Excitement energized her, and she squeezed through the open doorway onto the balcony. She let her vision adjust to the darkness, and then checked the alley for any guards. For the last four days, she'd noticed an influx of bikers patrolling the building during the hours the Silver Girls danced downstairs.

Her contraption would allow her to re-enter her room after Tiff, the madam of Red Light, the illegal bordello on the second floor of the Sterling Building, turned on the upstairs security system at two o'clock in the morning.

Satisfied no one was outside to witness her breaking the rules Tiff had in place for all four prostitutes working in Federal for the next three months, she unhooked the fire escape and slowly let the wrought-iron ladder extend. She shook her head in disbelief.

"You've got to be kidding me," she muttered, double checking her back pocket where she'd stuffed a twenty-foot piece of twine.

Even if she managed to lasso the ladder from ground level, the odds of the string being too light and flimsy were high, and she'd fail to pull the automatic retractable fire escape back down. Tying the ladder to something on the ground in the down position would make one of the bikers guarding the building suspicious. Besides, the other ladies working at the bordello deserved to sleep with the security of knowing the building remained secure.

She looked over the railing of the balcony again. God, she hadn't seen her cousins in three years when they moved from their hometown of Long Beach, Washington to Federal, Idaho. Tonight would only be the second time in six years she'd reconnected with them. Working for the Network kept her moving around the states constantly. She never had a choice on where she ended up. 

Pushing away her worry over losing her job, her place within the Network, and any way of supporting herself if someone caught her leaving for the night, she lifted her leg and climbed down the ladder.

Four feet from the ground, she jumped. Landing on her feet, she squatted at the clank of the iron ladder retracting to the side of the balcony. She swallowed her fear of not getting back inside and sprinted toward the street. Somehow, she'd figure out how to get inside without anyone noticing.

In the late hour, the streets were quiet. There wasn't even a homeless person sleeping in the empty lot serving as a park for the townspeople. She slowed down, keeping to the alleys and out of the glow of the streetlights. Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she tapped the redial button.

"Humm?" mumbled her cousin, Shayla.

"Hey, wake up." Nova glanced behind her and kept walking toward the viaduct. "I'm out, but I only have four hours before I need to get back to my room. Can you come and pick me up?"

Shayla yawned. "What time is it?"

"A little after two o'clock."

"No, I, um." Shayla exhaled loudly over the phone. "I'm can't. Do the clothes. He...yeah, in bed."

"Dammit, Shayla. You're drunk." Nova stopped and leaned against the concrete pillar. "You promised me you'd wait for me to call."

"I did." Shayla groaned.

"Listen to me closely. Do not get in your car. I don't want you driving." Nova lowered her voice. "Where's Nick?"

"Nick?" asked Shayla.

"Yes, where's your brother?" Nova paced anxiously. The opportunity to see her cousins slipping out of her grasp the longer it took her to make Shayla understand she wanted to come over now. "Give the phone to Nick."

"M'kay."

"Hurry, Shayla." Her voice echoed under the interstate above her. 

Nova strained to see in the darkness. The long-haul truckers continually whizzing overhead made it impossible to hear anyone approach her on foot.

Several minutes passed without any noise from the other end of the call. If she had any idea how to find where Nick and Shayla lived, she'd start walking. All she knew from previous conversations with her cousin was that they lived together in a trailer about a mile from the viaduct. The overhead interstate went clear through town. She had no idea which direction to even start walking.

"Yeah?" said a male voice in her ear.

She startled. "Nick?"

"Who is this?" he asked.

"It's me, Nova. Your cousin." She paused. "Are you drunk?"

"No."

Her shoulders rounded in relief. "Thank God. I'm in Federal and need a ride."

"Where are you?"

"I'm under the viaduct. There's a sign that says Montana in one direction and Spokane in the other direction. Do you know where that is?"

"Yeah," he said.

"And, Nick?" She bit down on her lip. "Can you hurry? Please?"

"Be there in a couple of minutes."

"Thanks." The phone disconnected. 

She glanced at the screen until the light went out. Older than her by six years, Nick remained a loner and quiet. He preferred working on his beater truck and kicking around with his friends.

As an only child, until she was eight years old, Nova learned fast how to get along with her cousins when she moved in with her Aunt Jennie when her mom ran away with her boyfriend. She had a fast wake-up call on what it meant to be family. Living with relatives, adapting to her environment, she gained knowledge that only proved to her that nobody's life was perfect.

Poverty made choices for all of them. 

Aunt Jennie drank herself to an early death when her liver gave out. Nick fell in with a rough crowd and stayed away from the house, preferring to hang with his buddies in the park. Shayla—sweet and endearingly naive—continued searching for the rich man who would solve all her problems and had inherited the habit of numbing her disappointments with parties, peer pressure, and pretending everything was okay.

Nova dragged the toe of her sneaker against the ground. Wanting better for herself, she worked any part-time job she could find during high school before dropping out of school completely six months before graduating. She floundered for two years until she finally admitted she wasn't going anywhere and let Shayla talk her into signing up with the Network.

Except, Shayla chickened out when the contract was put in front of her and left Nova alone to move forward on her own.

Tired of hard living, she flourished as a prostitute. Six years later, she had over two hundred and fifty thousand dollars to her name and had worked her way around the United States to find herself in Federal where her cousins had moved three years ago and stayed. 

Now she had the opportunity to reconnect with the only relatives she had left.

A loud car pulled off the road and parked under the viaduct, revving its engine. Nova jogged over, straining to see through the darkened windshield. The lights under the interstate failed to uncover her view of the driver.

An urge to hurry pushed her to open the passenger door and the overhead light in the interior of the car came on. Her body froze. An unfamiliar man stared back at her.

The man's dirty blond hair hung almost to his shoulders. Under his baseball cap, his dark blue eyes studied her with interest. The frayed spots on the man's jeans distracted her. She held on to the door, ready to flee. The man was the polar opposite of her cousin Nick, who had brown hair, brown eyes, and a cleft chin.

"Who are you?" she asked on a gasp and at his proximity to her, she got a slight whiff of Lava soap.

Her stomach fluttered recognizing the clean scent she remembered growing up and the roughness of the pumice against her skin. On the man, the aroma was sexy as hell and comforting. Only men who lived an honest life and worked hard labor to put food on the table used a working man's soap.

"A friend of your cousin. Get in." He pressed his foot to the clutch and shifted the car into reverse.

Aware of time slipping away and not knowing the next time she'd have a chance to sneak away from Red Light, she slid into the front seat and shut the door. Her body careened toward the driver as he whipped the car around. She grabbed the door to keep from bumping into him.

"Shit." She pushed her back into the seat and grabbed for the seatbelt. "Did you rob a bank or something? Slow down. You'll have the cops pulling you over."

Her cousin's friend drove the car around the corner, burning rubber, and raced up the on-ramp. The change of momentum threw Nova against the door. She pressed her feet flat on the floor of the car to stabilize herself. "Seriously, I appreciate the ride, but I'd like to get there in one piece if it's okay with you."

The man ignored her, and the car rolled down the interstate in the right-hand lane. She glanced behind her. The guy was lucky no other cars were around in the middle of the night. The state police could pull him over easily if he continued speeding.

"Hang on." The man turned right off the interstate.

Prepared for the sudden change in speed, Nova squinted into the night and tried to read the street sign. She had no idea where Shayla and Nick lived or if the man would dump her at some unknown location and she'd never make it back to Red Light in time. 

The headlights flashed over a tall, dark structure at the first stop sign. She gazed out at the twenty-foot statue of a miner and remembered which way they turned so she could point herself back to the interstate. 

He hadn't gone far, maybe a mile, when he pulled onto a county road. If Shayla drank too much to take her back to Red Light, she'd borrow her cousin's car and leave it parked under the viaduct. No way was she risking her life again letting one of Shayla's friends drive her back to town.

"How long have you known Shayla?" she asked, uncomfortable with the lack of conversation and hoping to get her mind off the guy's death ride.

"A few years." He glanced over at Nova. "I live next door to her and Nick in the park."

He dimmed the lights on the car and turned off the road, slowing his speed over gravel and grass. 

"Are we driving through someone's yard?" She gawked out the window taking in the row after row of run-down trailers scattered in front of her and warmth filled her. A trailer park, any trailer park, reminded her of home. 

While she'd grown up in the same kind of environment, first with her mom and then with her aunt and cousins, she'd hoped Shayla and Nick had found a better life in their new location. Shayla talked as if they'd found their permanent place in Federal and planned on settling down.

He pulled up in front of a single-wide trailer with plastic flapping around the bottom edges of the house in an attempt to insulate against the weather and hide the lack of foundation. "She's inside."

Her heart raced in anticipation. She took off her seatbelt and opened the door. Turning to thank the man who brought her to her cousins' place, she flinched as the door shut in her face. He'd already walked away from the car and forgot about her.

Following her instincts to get inside the house before she drew any attention from the neighbors in the middle of the night, she hurried across the small expanse of weeds to the front door. She knocked, watching the nearest window for movement. When none came, and knowing Shayla probably conked out again after talking with her on the phone, Nova turned the handle and stepped inside.

The assault of stale cigarette smoke took her breath away. She fanned the air in front of her face and fought against the familiar setting. Every flat surface held multiple glasses and beer cans. The blue/green variegated carpet matted from age and wear. Each piece of furniture stood out on its own.

The orange flowered couch half covered with a faded purple comforter. 

Two recliners—one mahogany with cracks on the thin arms and a green microfiber chair with a broken footrest propped up on a red brick. 

The coffee table took up most of the floor and served as an eating table going by the plates stacked on top.

"Shayla?" she called to the empty room, stepping over a pile of clothes and heading toward the hallway.

Next time she planned to sneak out and visit, she'd make sure Shayla stayed focused. If she missed getting back to the Red Light on time, she'd lose her job. As it was, she risked one of those big goons on bikes who patrolled the building all the time spotting her escape and reentry to her room.

Living on the edge, pushing boundaries, and seeking her independence was once a part of her life she enjoyed. But, she was out of practice.

"Shayla?" She flipped the light on in the first bedroom and found two people cuddled together fully clothed. The woman definitely wasn't her cousin.

Pressured to hurry, she went to the next room and turned on the light. She sagged against the doorframe in relief. In all her travels, she'd never found a woman who had dark auburn hair, so beautiful and natural, with nary a freckle on a flawless face than Shayla. She stepped over the pile of clothes and sat down on the bed. After a childhood of sleeping in the same bed as her cousin, she understood that once she woke Shayla up, she'd be swept up in the vibrate energetic mood that seemed to consume Shayla's life.

"Hey," she whispered, rubbing Shayla's back. "I expected a little more excitement over seeing me."

"Hm?" Shayla stretched, rolling to her side and rubbing her eyes. "Nova?"

"What other bitch would wake you up?" Nova braced as Shayla sat up and threw her arms around her.

She closed her eyes and squeezed back. Her throat constricted, and she laughed to keep the happiness from bursting out in tears. Her reunion had them both rocking side to side, holding each other. 

"God, I missed you." Nova pulled back and firmly held Shayla by the arms. "You loser. You flaked on helping me escape."

"Sorry." Shayla brought Nova's hands to her lips. "Everyone came over and Kirkland—God, you should see him—he shared some kind of messed-up cocktail with me that was better than anything I'd ever had before. I think I drank too much."

Nova stood, taking care of the situation and drawing her away from what happened before she'd arrived. "So, fill me in. You and Nick are happy here?"

"Yeah." Shayla scooted off the bed, grabbed a pair of leggings off the floor, and pulled them on. "He got a job at the mine working the elevator shaft. It brings in decent money. We bought this place, and the electricity stays on. He's at work now. His shift changes all the time, so he never knows if he has to work days, swing, or night shift."

"That's great." Genuinely happy for her cousins, she wanted to hear more. "What are you doing?"

Shayla wound her hair behind her neck and slipped a bandana around the messy bun. "Cleaning houses. It covers our groceries and gas."

Nova followed her out to the main area of the house. "You should stay around after you're done working in town."

"Um..." Nova waited for Shayla to look at her. "About that. You can't tell anyone about the bordello in town or that I work there."

"Hey, your secret is safe with me."

"I'm serious." Nova leaned against the kitchen counter and watched Shayla pour a glass of water. "Not only could I get arrested and go to prison, but the whole place could get shut down if a rumor started. There are a lot of people who would get in trouble."

Shayla paused with the glass halfway to her mouth. "Have I ever ratted you out?"

"No." Nova warmed.

Through everything, Shayla always had her back. Her and Nick were the only family members who never betrayed her.

"What do you say? Want to move in after you're done working?" Shayla offered her the water.

Nova waved off both offers. "Thanks, but no. Besides, I noticed your extra bedroom is full. Are you renting out the room?"

"No, that's Brad and Donna. They live in the park and were at the party." Shayla sat down at the Formica-topped table. "I don't blame you for not wanting to move in with us. You have all the men you can stand making you smile. I should've signed up when I had the chance. I don't know why I never went through with it. I guess...I don't know. Maybe subconsciously I knew I wasn't good enough."

Nova glanced away. Shayla would never survive the life of a prostitute. Everything she tried, she put her heart and soul into, and having sex with strangers for money would send her spiraling.

"Who was the man who picked me up?" she asked, changing the subject.

Shayla's brows lowered. "Who?"

"You handed the phone to some guy." Nova leaned back in the chair. "He drives an old muscle car with gray primer paint."

Shayla's eyes had widened before she caught herself. "That's Emmett."

Determined not to let herself get dragged into the dynamics and gossip of the trailer park, she reached out and grabbed Shayla's hand. The oddly painted nails, different colors on each finger with a gold star sticker on her thumb, gave her something to concentrate on rather than how normal it felt to be back with Shayla in an environment she ran away from. "I'm worried about you."

Shayla leaned forward, the stench of drink on her breath. "Why in the hell would you worry about me?"

"You're drunk." Nova inhaled deeply. "Our phone conversations never centered around you partying or the fact that you chose to drink tonight over seeing your favorite cousin after three years."

Shayla laughed. "Look at you being all uptight and prissy. It was a one-time thing, I swear. Besides, I remember walking you home one night and you could barely hold your head up."

Nova lifted her chin. "We were young, and I was living in the park. There wasn't anything else to do..."

She exhaled over her mistake. Shayla never left the park life. She only moved to another state, but park life was the same everywhere. People either accepted their lot in life or they escaped with whatever substance they could find. Drugs, drink, sex, or food.

Shayla always looked to escape.

Time stood still clustered into a tiny community within a town. People existed in a world where they worried over how to earn money for their next meal and useless drama consumed all their free time. Shayla never had a chance to escape and learn a different way of life.

"Just don't forget where you came from, Nova." Shayla pushed at a wayward strand of hair. "Nick worked hard to get us to Federal after we lost our home in Washington. In a lot of ways, we're better off here. You know what it's like to grow up in a park where everyone knows every damn thing about you. We came here, and they've finally accepted me for who I am now. I'd like to keep it that way."

"I get it," she whispered. "And, I'm happy for you and Nick. Plus, I get this short time with you. It'll almost be like old times, right?"

There were times she even let herself imagine living back with her cousins, but she worked for the Network to better herself. She would buy a home away from neighbors, away from the park, and settle down. She squeezed Shayla's hand and stood. Every park had the single woman who opened her door and let her legs be a necklace around some guy's neck. She would not be that woman.

"I need to get back to town." Nova leaned over and kissed Shayla's forehead. "I'll try and sneak away again when we have more time to talk. Now that I made it here after the building closed down, I should be able to leave earlier, around nine o'clock, and that way we have more time together."

Shayla lifted her glass of water. "I'll find my keys and take you back."

"No, stay here. I don't want you driving after you've been drinking. The sun isn't even up yet. I have plenty of time to walk back." 

"Nova..." Shayla scrunched up her face. "I'm sorry. It's just that Emmett was here, and —"

"No worries. The exercise will do me good." Nova kissed her cheek, walked to the door, not giving her cousin time to argue. A drunk driving charge would set Shayla back.

Outside, she stood in the weed-filled patch of grass and closed her eyes, letting the fresh air fill her lungs, and the ghosts of her past leave her mind. For all the bad things she'd experienced growing up in a trailer park, she wasn't prepared for the homesickness that hit her.
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Chapter Two
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The front door of Nick and Shayla's trailer opened and the chick he'd picked up in town walked out. Emmett Parker leaned against the front panel of his car and eyed her body, enjoying the confident way she moved. 

The door banged behind her, and the dogs on the west side of the park barked at the sudden noise, setting off a chain reaction with every damn dog within the trailer park. All around him people stuck their heads out of their trailers and yelled for quiet. Emmett reached into the open window of his car, pulled out the pistol he took to the auto parts store every morning.

Keeping his gaze on Nova, he shot into the air, fulfilling his duty as park manager to keep the peace, and the dogs quieted.

Nova never flinched at the blast. 

He shoved his pistol back under the seat and straightened. He'd never seen her around the park or heard Nick mention a cousin coming to visit before, but one thing was obvious.

The lady was accustomed to trailer park living, despite her high-class looks and attitude.

Nova walked away from the trailer and headed down the road toward the interstate. Emmett glanced back at his neighbor's house. No motion came in front of the windows, and everything remained quiet. Used to hearing their toilet flush and even Shayla's hairdryer because of the closeness of the trailers, he grabbed his car keys out of his pocket and drove after Nova.

He rolled to a stop at the entrance to the park alongside Nova, and she only looked his way when he'd rolled down the window completely.

"Get in. I'll take you back to town," he said.

She walked behind the car and climbed into the passenger seat without a word. In another hour, the sun would rise, but in the dark, even in a small town, a woman should never walk alone. If four-legged creatures left her alone, two legged ones would look at her and want to sample.

"Where do you need to go?" he asked.

She turned toward him, raised her brows, and scoffed in amusement. He gave her another look before letting her have her mystery. If she wanted to pretend she wasn't dependent on him to take her home and without him she'd stomp the pavement for four miles until she reached Federal, it was no hair off his balls.

"You can take me back to where you picked me up." She leaned forward and turned the silhouette of a naked woman on his air freshener hanging from his rearview mirror around.

He pulled off the interstate, ran the stop sign, and made a tight right turn driving under the viaduct. The only light came from the dirty bulbs hanging under the interstate and his headlights. Even fewer cars were parked in the free public parking area where the miners carpooled before they headed up to the silver mine than earlier when he'd picked her up.

"Let me take you to where you're staying." He gazed at the vacant path along the river and lack of traffic in town. Most people were still asleep, taking that last hour before they had to get up and begin their day.

"This is fine." Nova opened the door, hesitated, and said. "Thanks for the ride."

The door closed, and Nova walked a few paces away and stopped beside the concrete pillar. He let the car idle and continued to watch her. More curious to know where she planned to go than worried that something would happen to her. Her high-class attitude would turn most people off, and he had a feeling any staggering drunk making their way home would take her as a challenge. Though he had a feeling she could hold her own against any argument, she physically was no match against a man.

There was something vulnerable about her. He shut off the engine when she stayed under the viaduct and was obviously not leaving. There was more to Nova than she wanted him to see. If she were one of the women from the park, she'd be too busy getting some sleep after working or partying all night.

He rubbed his thumb against the shifter. Hell, what was he doing?

Thirty-five years old and he sat under the viaduct waiting for some kind of buzz to happen. He could have her. All he had to do was walk out there and make the effort instead of sitting in the car. Except, he had no idea what he wanted from her yet and that unknown puzzle left him uncomfortable.

Nova removed her phone and stared down at the screen. If Nick and Shayla were her cousins, she'd never visited them before. He would've remembered a sexy woman with legs that he'd love wrapped around him.

Wild, natural blonde hair blessed by genes rather than a bottle always caught his interest. Most of the women he knew thought dying their hair brought them attention. He moistened his lips. He preferred a classic beauty.

Her full breasts, lean body, and the way her jeans hugged her ass verged on perfection.

The only thing he found fault with was the glare she shot his way. He tapped his thumb against the steering wheel. She wasn't his problem. He could leave without giving her another thought.

Nova strode back to the passenger side of Emmett's car and opened the door. "You can leave."

"I will. Right after you get where you're planning on going," he said.

Her narrow gaze narrowed even more. "I'm not leaving until you take off."

"Free country, Nova-girl." Enjoying the exchange and the way she believed he'd bend to her attitude, he winked, driving his point home.

"Asshole," she muttered.

"Never claimed I wasn't one." He hung his wrist over the steering wheel. "You can either walk your pretty legs to where you're going or hop in the car, and I'll take you where you need to go. But, you're not going to stay under the viaduct by yourself when there's an interstate above your head and any fucking traveler can spot you and decide he'd like a piece of you. Your choice. I have until seven o'clock before I have to go to work, so take your time."

Nova caught her jaw dropping and leaned her head into the car. "Okay, Mister-push-his-nose-into-my-business, did you ever think that I'm a woman who doesn't want a stranger to find out where she's staying?"

"There's only a few places in Federal where a visitor can stay. I have a fifty-fifty chance of picking the right one," he said.

Her full lips puckered and she lowered her brows. "Call me stupid, but I'm not a complete idiot. I don't want you to know my room number and when I lock the door behind me, I'd like to be able to sleep knowing some loser with a shitty car isn't getting his kicks off by stalking me."

"Don't bring my car into this," he said. "It's a Nineteen seventy Plymouth Hemi 'Cuda.

Nova cocked her eyebrow in victory, turned, and walked away. He stared at her ass, swaying from side to side, under the weight of her hurried escape. She judged his car the same way she'd judged him. The same way his friends teased him when they admired his wheels. The same way a woman understood how to aim for his heart.

The same way someone desperate to deflect the attention off
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