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Fourteen Years Ago

Valerie Knight slumped against the scratchy hospital pillow, sweat-soaked hair clinging to the back of her neck. The stampede of elephants in her chest finally subsided, and a wave of exhaustion swept over her. Holy shit.

“Did I tear my asshole?” she mumbled to no one in particular.

Seriously, though, had she?

Although logically aware of how difficult this would be on her body, she had not expected her nether regions to feel like they had been seared on a flaming grill. Like a hamburger.

And there had been absolutely nothing to prepare her mentally. What kind of mindfuckery was society playing at here? After decades of medical advances, there had to be a better way. Couldn’t humans be grown in pods by now? If she had known how barbaric it all was, would she have willingly endured this torture?

A pterodactyl-like wail pierced the air, and the answer to that question ripped Val’s heart straight from her chest. Emotion cascaded over her, threatening to overwhelm her senses and turn her into a blubbering mess. A state Val never found herself in. How was it possible to love someone with such intensity before you even laid eyes on them? She pushed herself up as carefully as she could, ready to take her daughter into her arms.

But before her husband, Peter, could make his way across the room with their newly wrapped infant, the doors of the birthing suite flew open, and Val’s mother sauntered in. Dressed in a cream-colored power suit with perfectly coiffed hair and a face so dewy and relaxed, one might think she’d come straight from the spa.

“Did I miss it?” her mother asked with an airy tone, as if she didn’t care one way or another. Judging by the way she gripped her purse with just her fingertips, she had probably spent Val’s agonizing labor getting her nails done. Which sounded about right.

“Yeah, Mom, you missed it.” Val flopped her head back onto the pillow. She didn’t have the energy to deal with her mom right now, or ever, come to think of it. What had made Val believe that her mom would show up for her this time? Twenty-six years, and Val still clung to some adolescent hope that she would be the priority, just this once.

What she had needed was a hand to hold and someone to tell her everything would be okay. Instead, she had Peter, a man with no reference point for childbirth, telling her how to breathe from her diaphragm and to “just ride the wave” whenever a contraction hit.

She wanted Peter to ride that wave straight out to the middle of the ocean, never to be seen again.

“Oh, you’re right on time,” Peter said. The traitorous bastard.

With his attention on the bundle in his hands, he crossed the room toward her mother while Val mentally kicked him in the shin.

“Lucy, meet your granddaughter, Layla,” he said, cradling the baby’s head toward her. “Congratulations, Grandma.”

Her mom scoffed, took a step back, and placed a perfectly manicured hand on her chest, clearly offended. “Grandma makes me sound so old.” She grimaced. “This little one can just call me Lulu.”

Ugh. She can’t be serious. Lulu was the nickname of a little girl, not a grandmother. She could have gone with Nana, Bubbe, Nonna, Gran, she didn’t have to pick Grandma. But Lulu? Sure, objectively better than Memaw, but still.

Her mom set her purse on a nearby chair and stretched an arm out, a finger reaching toward the baby’s face. A finger that had just come from the salon and who knows where else? A finger that hadn’t been scrubbed with soap or sanitizer. A finger that would rub all the world’s outside germs on her precious baby’s face if she didn’t do something.

“Mom, stop!” Val said, bolting upright in bed. Her mistake was immediately evident.

Blinding heat shot through her as the raw meat between her legs chafed against the rough bedsheet, lighting her entire body on fire. Spots danced in her vision, and she struggled to formulate words.

It was as if she had taken steel wool to scratch off yet another layer of skin from her crotch. Someone just knock her out already.

When the world finally righted itself and she could breathe again, she leaned to the side and rested her body weight on one ass cheek. She sucked in air and did her best to ignore the throbbing pain that had made it all the way up to her eyeballs. How was she supposed to survive off one extra-strength ibuprofen after all this?

“Oh, Valerie, she’s beautiful,” her mother cooed.

Val opened her eyes to see her mother cradling Layla in her arms, and to her horror, poking at her beautiful face with that dirty finger.

“Mom!” she said, drawing the word out like a sullen teenager who hadn’t gotten her way. She couldn’t help it. There was just something about her mom that brought out the worst in her.

“Did you say something, honey?” her mother said as she rubbed the next mass contagion all over Layla’s face.

“You have to wash your hands before you touch a newborn. Everyone knows that.” At least, any reasonable, responsible parent would.

“Psh.” Her mom waved away her concern, continuing to stroke Layla’s cheek as if Val had said nothing.

Because why would she start listening now?
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Present Day

Hunched over her office desk with her head in her hands, Val held in an exasperated groan. This was the second time this week the nursing home needed her for some emergency or another. She paid them an exorbitant amount of money, didn’t she? Couldn’t they handle it?

She kept her voice low so as not to draw attention from the rest of the staff. Sharing the bullpen with fifteen other writers for Mile High Magazine meant that conversations were never private, but Val needed this one to be.

“I have a deadline to meet, I can’t just drop everything to talk my mother off a ledge.” Never mind that the deadline had already passed, and she was nowhere near finished. But she would be if they would just stop calling her.

Val ran a finger along her eyebrow to smooth out the wrinkle that had been getting deeper since her mother’s dementia started barreling toward oncoming traffic. Her face had been set to a perpetual scowl for the last month, the vise grip of her jaw grinding the enamel off her molars, her daily ibuprofen barely keeping the migraines at bay. Couldn’t they just keep her mother sedated? Hell, she wouldn’t mind being sedated herself.

Her computer pinged, drawing her attention to a new email notification with a subject that read: Enjoy These Birthday Savings, You Deserve It! She slammed her laptop shut. Why had she ever given out her real birthday? This reminder wasn’t needed; she’d prefer to forget entirely. Especially a birthday that held such significance. Forty was a milestone, as they say.

Yeah, a decade closer to death.

The nurse’s deep, sympathetic voice over the phone brought her back to the present. “Look, I understand that this is hard for you, but you know what your mother is like.”

And Val got it. At the end of the day, he had other shit to do, too. Dealing with confused old lady tantrums was above his pay grade.

“I know, I know. I’ll be there in twenty.” She hung up the phone and craned her neck over the cubicle wall she shared with Maddie, but her chair sat empty. Good, maybe Val could sneak out of here just one time without some massive guilt trip from the brown-noser.

Val had once heard someone refer to Maddie as the golden retriever of the office, presumably because she was kind, reliable, and friends with everyone. But Val thought of her more as a stray dog, always in search of validation, with this incessant need to be convinced of what a great job she was doing. Whereas Val did her best to project Doberman Pinscher vibes: confident, aloof, stay-out-of-my-way-or-I-will-bite-your-face-off sort of energy.

For the most part, it worked. Val was left alone to do her job, which was how she liked it. But for some reason, Maddie could never take the hint, always tossing her sugary sweet greetings, inviting her to the office happy hours and nosing into her business like they were besties.

Val stuffed her laptop in her bag, slung it over her shoulder, and walked toward the hall as if it were completely normal to cut out of the office just ten minutes before an incredibly important meeting.

“Hey, Val!” Maddie said as she stepped out of the elevator, two coffees in hand. No more than thirty years old, ridiculously tall with a bony frame, and a dark brown pixie cut, Maddie was a walking stick figure. She could blow over in the slightest breeze.

“I picked up coffee for you,” she said, holding out the cup. “Black, like your soul.” Maddie giggled at her own joke.

Val sighed and took the cup, offering Maddie a tight smile. “Thanks.”

Maddie’s shoulders hunched. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask you first. Maybe you wanted something else or—”

Val held up a hand to stop her. “Maddie, it’s fine.”

In Maddie’s quest to people-please, she had a habit of apologizing for any minor inconvenience, particularly those that weren’t her fault, and Val just couldn’t deal with that right now.

“Thank you.” Val held up the coffee and nodded in Maddie’s direction before punching the elevator button. She sent up a silent plea to the gods of Minding One’s Own Business that this would be the end of their conversation.

“You’re not leaving, are you?” Maddie said, her voice laced with concern. “The meeting’s about to start.”

Of course the gods hadn’t listened, when did they ever? Val sucked in a deep breath and adjusted her face from the death glare she was probably giving to soft puppy dog eyes that could possibly garner some sympathy. It felt weird.

“Oh, Mad, something’s come up, and I’ve gotta jet. Can you cover for me?”

Maddie’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. “Val, no!” she hissed. “You’re already on thin ice. I covered for you last time and the time before that.” Her hands jerked as she spoke, the coffee in her cup sloshing out the top. “You haven’t even turned in your article yet!”

Val cringed. Yes, the article had been due last week, but Val would get it done, she always did. Besides, she didn’t have to answer to Maddie.

“What is so important that you need to run out again?” Maddie threw a hand on her hip, judgment spewing from her eyeballs. And for a moment, Val thought maybe she got Maddie all wrong. She wasn’t a golden retriever, she was one of those small dogs that continuously bark at your feet, threatening to trip you up if you’re not careful. Which was to say: annoying as hell.

Val struggled for an excuse. No one at work knew about her mother’s illness. In fact, they thought her mother was dead. Why? She told them so. She recalled all the cards and flowers that showed up on her desk the week that she requested bereavement leave to attend her mother’s funeral, when all she was doing was helping move her mom into the care facility and selling her house. Honestly, though, her mother had been dead to her for years, so what difference did it make?

Besides, she didn’t want to be buddy-buddy with anyone here, so why did they need to know anything about her? At the office, she simply wanted to be known as Valerie Knight: investigative journalist. Not divorced single mom with a mother who didn’t remember who she was. If Layla hadn’t insisted on coming to that “take your daughter to work day” a few years ago, no one would even know she had a kid.

“Family emergency,” Val said as she punched the button again and cursed the four flights of stairs she would most certainly have to hoof down if the elevator didn’t arrive soon.

“Is Layla okay?” Maddie’s mood shifted from suspicion to concern, and while Val should feel guilty for lying, she absolutely didn’t.

“She just got her period at school, and I need to take her a change of clothes, you know?” The elevator dinged, saving her from having to say more.

Maddie nodded. “Well, you better hurry. I’ll do my best to cover for you, but I don’t know what Sonia will do if you don’t show up at all.”

Val couldn’t imagine her boss actually doing anything. She might be eternally disappointed in her, a phrase Val had heard on numerous occasions, but would she do something about it? Val had her doubts.

“Thank you, Mad, you’re the best!” The smile Val had plastered on fell the minute the doors closed.
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THE EARLY MAY SUN HAD already reached near blinding levels by the time Val pulled her car out of the parking garage, and of course, she left her sunglasses in the office. She cursed, adjusting the visor to block out as much of the glare as she could. The Colorado sun was a bright constant, beaming straight into her corneas regardless of the time of year. While most Boulder residents delighted in the cloudless skies, Val often wanted to chuck that ball of cheer straight into a black hole.

She squinted for the entire five miles of the drive to the nursing home, her wrinkles sinking deeper into her skull. Great, if this visit didn’t give her a migraine, the sun certainly would.

The staff of the memory care unit at Foothills Village were in a tizzy by the time Val made it inside. They dashed from one room to the next, their ID cards swinging from their belts. Even from all the way down the hall, Val could hear aggravated shouts coming from her mother’s room, no doubt setting off other residents into panic mode.

It figured, her mother had always been a bit of a drama queen. An attention whore. Why would any of that change now?

Val trudged down the hall. Even the threat of missing the staff meeting couldn’t get her to pick up her feet.

She hated this place. Impossibly beige walls adorned with the occasional piece of dull, boring landscape. Everything was void of color.

The low lighting and classical music tinkling from the speakers were most likely intended to keep an air of pleasant calm, but it just reminded Val of riding an elevator with a stranger: tight smiles, avoiding eye contact, neither party wanting to be there.

Val fanned the collar of her shirt, desperate for a crank in the AC, the faint scent of urine in the air turning her stomach.

How could a place so insanely expensive be as equally depressing?

Another shout and the sound of glass shattering quickened Val’s pace to a jog. Not again. Hadn’t she cleared her room of all breakables the last time this happened? She passed an older man holding his ears and facing the wall, a staff member leaning over, whispering words of assurance in his ear, and she couldn’t help but feel annoyed at her mother. For making everything about her. As always.

By the time Val made it to her mother’s room, a staff member was on their knees, sweeping up what looked to be a broken vase, while another restrained her mother’s hands. God, this woman. Always resorting to dramatics.

Her mother sat hunched in her wheelchair, her back rounded like her spine had completely given up. Silver wisps of hair barely covered her scalp, unlike the thick dark curls she sported in her younger days.

“Oh!” Her mother’s demeanor shifted at the sight of Val, her face lighting up like she might actually recognize her this time. And finally be happy to see her.

“Hi, Mom,” Val said, throwing apologetic smiles to the staff as she made her way across the room.

“Could you tell them?” her mother pleaded. “I need to find it!” Panic filled her mom’s eyes, and even though doing this and being here was the last thing Val needed right now, something tugged at her heart.

Val knelt beside her mother’s chair and held her hand. “What, Mom? What do you need to find?”

“My daughter,” she said, patting Val’s arm. “It’s her birthday today, and I can’t find her present. I just know it’s here somewhere.”

Val’s heart leaped at the prospect of her mother remembering her birthday. Maybe it would be a good day, after all.

“It’s okay.” The paper-thin skin of her mom’s hand felt extra fragile, like Val might tear right through it if she wasn’t careful.

“She’s thirteen,” her mom continued. “She’ll be so sad if I miss her birthday.”

And just like that, Val’s heart sagged, and her defenses rose.

If memory had served, her mom missed her thirteenth birthday. Val had sat in that Mexican restaurant eating free chips and salsa for an hour until the staff took pity on her and brought out the dessert. There had been nothing more humiliating than eating fried ice cream all by herself on the day she officially became a teenager.

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time you missed my birthday,” Val muttered, failing to keep the annoyance out of her voice, her knees cracking as she stood.

“Oh, dear,” her mom said, bringing her trembling hands to her face.

It had been the wrong thing to say, but Val couldn’t help it. She was always tripping up when she came to visit, the staff usually correcting her behavior or word choice, constantly reminding her that she was a terrible person. Sure, they were nice about it, but they had to know that Val hadn’t signed up for this. She hadn’t signed up to coddle and soothe this shell of a person who never exhibited any compassion herself.

“Where is it?” Her mother’s voice cracked, and Val could sense the tension building in her. They were moments away from her losing it. Again.

Val sighed and sat back down. She wasn’t getting out of here anytime soon.

“Hey, how about I just sit here with you for a bit, huh?” Val rubbed slow circles on her mom’s back, fingers running over the sharp points of her shoulder blades.

The orderly dumped the broken glass into a garbage can and tossed Val a relieved smile before leaving the room. Val’s gaze followed him out and snagged on a vase of fresh-cut flowers on the counter. Who brought those? Val was the only visitor her mom had. Maybe they had been left in the wrong room. Or more likely, a florist donated their leftovers to brighten up the place. Either way, they needed to go into a plastic cup before she left. She wouldn’t want that vase to get hurled at a person’s head next time.

While her mom still buzzed with agitation beside her, Val kept up her slow circles and contemplated what to make for dinner because she might as well get something done if she was going to be stuck here. She made a mental list of the contents of their refrigerator: shredded chicken left over from taco night, eggs, a wrinkly pepper, and a bag of baby carrots. Maybe it was time for a stir-fry. Or she could stop by her favorite Thai place after work for some take-out. What would Layla be in the mood for?

Her mom’s hand on hers broke her out of her thoughts. Thin, cold fingers patted Val’s gently, signaling that things were all right now. This was really all it took, just being here for a few minutes until the tension and anxiety abated, and then her mom would settle. Still confused, not really there, but settled enough to not take out her frustration on the ceramics.

Val sneaked a glance at her watch. The staff meeting was well underway, and Val would never hear the end of it. But as long as she turned her article in by the end of the day, Sonia would forgive her. Right?
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“Val, I’d like to see you, please.” Sonia ducked her head back into her office, not even giving Val the chance to set her stuff down.

“What, does she have a tracker on my shoe or something?” Val mumbled to herself.

She had been in the building for less than thirty seconds and wasn’t sure she had any energy left to hear another disappointed speech from her boss. While Val could never be considered a vast well of patience and empathy, what little hid in her bones had been sucked out by her mother. She was an empty husk.

Sonia steepled her fingers and sighed. “Listen, Val. You haven’t met a deadline in months, and you’re barely at your desk.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest.

Val did her best to look contrite. Sonia wasn’t wrong, after all. “I know. The last few months have been challenging for me if I’m being honest.”

Sonia raised her eyebrows as if expecting Val to continue. But what could she say? She couldn’t tell Sonia the truth—that she had skipped out on work countless times because her mother was a bag of bones with a feisty temper. For all Sonia knew, her mother had been dead for a year. Surprise, I lied! No, Val couldn’t come back from that one.

“It’s just...” Val’s mind raced with excuses, but for once, she came up empty.

“That’s what I thought.” Sonia slapped her hand on the desk. “I’m afraid I have to give your column over to Cari.”

“What?” Val spluttered. “Cokehead Cari? You’re not serious!”

Taking her column away was one thing, but giving it to that strung-out chatterbox was a real titty twister. What would she write about anyway? Her next tummy tuck? A listicle of conspiracy theories she ascribed to?

Sonia’s face held an unreadable expression, and she said nothing.

“So you’re demoting me. Fine, I’ll—”

“No, Val. You’re fired.”

Val scrunched her face and shook her head because there was no way she heard that right.

“Listen, I’m sorry I missed the meeting, I just had to step out for a moment. It won’t happen again, I swear!”

Sonia held up a hand to stop her. “It’s not just today, and you know it.”

Being fired wasn’t an option. Who was going to keep her lights on or pay the unholy monthly fees for her mom’s care?

“Sonia,” she said, her voice pleading, “I always come through for you.”

And for a moment, Val was positive she had her. Sonia sighed and nodded. Because it was true. Sure, she’d rather jab a pencil in her eye than attend a staff meeting, and yeah, she’d missed a deadline or two. But she always got her work done. Sometimes she just needed a couple more days to really get inspired. And she could barely do that around the office dickwads. And her mom’s tantrums certainly didn’t help.

“You can submit articles on a freelance basis, but there’s no guarantee that I’ll publish them.”

Val shuddered. Instead of being a full-time content writer, she was now a dreaded freelancer. She hadn’t worked her ass off for this long to not know when she was getting paid next. She had too many bills for that uncertainty.

Trying another tactic, Val attempted another round of puppy dog eyes and pleaded. Right now, she would beg, grovel, whatever it took to continue receiving a regular paycheck.

“Sonia, please don’t fire me.”

––––––––
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VAL HEAVED HER BODY against the double doors, a guttural roar escaping from deep inside her chest. Her pulse throbbed in her ears, and her skin burned from the humiliation of it all.

She juggled the box of personal effects in her hand as she spun around to kick the door for good measure. But before she had the chance, Maddie swung it open, no doubt to lay on an I told you so.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Val spat. “I know. I should have listened to you.”

Maddie reached out as if to touch her arm, but Val jerked away before she got a chance.

“I’m so sorry, Val,” Maddie said, like it was her fault.

“Forget it.” Val heaved a sigh and turned toward the pedestrian mall.

“Oh, wait,” Maddie called from the doorway. “You forgot your phone.”

Val swiped the phone from Maddie’s hand and shoved it into her back pocket.

“Look on the bright side,” Maddie said with a pitying smile on her face. “You hated coming into the office. And now you don’t have to.”

Of course Maddie was the silver lining type of asshole.

Val squinted up at the brick building where she started her writing career. The hours she spent researching and agonizing over articles, reporting on local issues that mattered. Increased fracking, wildfire devastation, and the battle against a small band of local conspiracy theorists who were desperate to teach school children that Earth was flat. Had it been her favorite stuff to write? No, but at least it meant a steady paycheck.

She balanced the box in one hand and raised a middle finger to the top floor just in case anyone might see her from the conference room.

“It’ll be okay,” said Maddie and her toxic positivity. “You’ll find something else, I’m sure of it.”

If Val had been larger than 5’5” with any sort of muscles, she would have picked Maddie up like the freaking pencil she was, spun her around over her head, and hurled her straight into the burning sun.

Ignoring her calls of sympathy, Val left Maddie on the corner and stomped across the street. She needed to make a plan. A money-making plan. She had bills to pay and a teenager with a newly acquired taste for designer jeans, who wouldn’t quit growing.

Her butt vibrated. She pulled her phone from her back pocket and crossed her fingers it would be Sonia. Calling to take it all back, to return the column to its rightful owner. But it wasn’t Sonia. It was her ex-husband, Peter. Val growled at her phone. Why hadn’t he returned her call two days ago when she actually wanted to talk to him?

“What the hell, Peter?” She certainly wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries, but her ragey tone surprised even her. It usually took them a few verbal volleys before she reached this level of aggravation.

A classic Peter sigh came from the other end of the line. The long, deep exhale you might hear in a yoga class. What was it called again? Oh, right. Ocean’s breath. She hated that she knew that, but she had lived with him and his meditating ass for far too long.

“Happy birthday, Val!” Of course he completely ignored her outburst; he probably anticipated it.

“Oh, fuck off.”

“I’m just calling you back. No need to get up in arms.” His voice was calm and measured.

She could picture him on his yoga mat, his phone in speaker-mode on the coffee table. Was he in tree pose, perhaps? Yes. Standing on one leg, hands together in prayer, breathing like the freaking ocean. What she would give to be there and kick that goddamn leg out from under him.

“I called you two days ago. What if this was an emergency?”

“So it’s not an emergency. What is it?” His voice was casual and nonchalant and annoying as hell. She gritted her teeth.

Talking to Peter was a lot like being on a battlefield. Val had her weapons handy, ready to cut him down over the phone. They had only been divorced for a little over a year, but they fought like this for most of their marriage. With all the practice, she had become an expert wielder of the spoken sword.

“Do you have any idea what Layla was doing when she was with you this weekend? Do you?” Val was shouting, but the pedestrian mall was mostly empty, and so what? Let the tourists think she was a busker putting on a show. Hell, she could use the money now.

“She went to her friend’s house, Val, it’s no big deal. You let her have sleepovers, too.” His tone was finally prickly, as if his yoga breath no longer served him. Good.

Val huffed and drew her imaginary sword. She had to keep herself from screaming at the top of her lungs, “I don’t let our daughter sleep over with criminals!”

During the beat of silence that followed, a triumphant wave of pride washed over her. She might officially be unemployed, but she would finally score one in the better parent column.

“Wha...what do you mean?”

“Daisy’s brother. He was just released from jail.” Blade against his neck.

“Ah. You mean the wilderness program for at-risk teens?” And just like that, her sword went flying, clattering to the concrete. How did he know that?

“He assaulted someone!” Val was near hysterics now, desperate for a win.

They say that smiles can be heard through the phone, and it wasn’t until this very moment that Val could vouch for that. Peter had to have been grinning from ear to ear based on his condescending and smug tone.

“Underage weed possession,” he said, winning yet another round.

Goddamn it! Val stomped her foot.

“Look, I know that she just turned fourteen,” he continued. “She has a lifetime of pot smoking ahead of her, and it doesn’t need to start right now.”

Exactly what she had been thinking. How did he always do that? Throw her own thoughts back in her face?

“Right!” Val said. “So she doesn’t need to be around it at all!”

“She’s a good kid, you have to start trusting her.”

Before Val could say anything or chuck her phone into the nearby fountain, Peter continued, his voice softer this time. “Hey, how’s your mom doing?”

Her feet stopped moving. She leaned against a short iron fence, her heart now up in her throat. The sun beat down on her vintage T-shirt, and she cursed herself for wearing black today. Sweat beaded on the back of her neck, and she pulled at her collar. Why was it so hot? It was barely summer.

“Val?” Peter said softly. “You know I’m here if you ever need to talk.”

Val couldn’t hang up fast enough. She didn’t need Peter feeling sorry for her or checking in on her. Not today, not ever. Why did he care anyway? He wasn’t her husband or even a friend anymore. They were, at best, two people who yelled at each other on a semi-regular basis. And what would she talk about? How she had just been fired and could no longer afford her mother’s care?

As the reality of her situation settled in, a nerve behind her eye throbbed, and she rested her back against the fence, dropping the box to the ground. What was she going to do now? What was she going to tell Layla? Her heart twisted at the thought of her daughter, and her eyes stung with something hot and angry. Christ, was she going to cry out here in the middle of the pedestrian mall? She shoved her phone into her back pocket, blinking fast.

A picture of Peter popped into her head again with his impeccable posture and long brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, offering to pay her bills until she got back on her feet. Because that was something he would do.

“Oh, go fuck yourself!” she mumbled to this image of him.

At least, she had meant to mumble.

“Someone forgot to take her meds this morning,” said a low voice from behind her.

Val stiffened at the dig and slowly turned to find the source of the insult. Three college-aged boys sat inside the fence, decked out in their CU Boulder T-shirts, their meaty shoulders giving off massive gym-bro vibes. One of them chomped into the biggest burrito Val had ever seen, sauce dribbling down his chin.

“You lost?” The speaker of the group had a chiseled face and bleach blond hair; he would probably be at home on a set of Baywatch.

They all snickered. Val’s blood pressure began to rise, and a roaring filled her ears like a wave coming up to crush her skull. Or that migraine finally settling in. She had dealt with enough shit today, she didn’t need to put up with this asshole.

“What did you say?” she said, her hands balled into fists at her sides.

They continued to laugh and smack one another on the shoulder, like riling up a strange woman on the street was the highlight of their day. These were clearly some trust fund kids whose parents bought their way into college. They certainly weren’t there for their intellect.

“Go take your meds, you crazy bitch,” Baywatch boy said, confirming her suspicions. He leaned over the fence and shooed her away with a flick of his hand.

Without another thought, Val shot her right arm out like a rocket, aiming directly for his perfect nose. The heel of her hand connected with his face
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