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Synopsis

Nicole James is a hard-working single mother who has
dedicated her life to raising her son and providing a safe, loving
home for him. Austin is a senior in high school now, and for the
first time, Nicky is allowing some time for herself. When she meets
Lauren Thomas, an architect at the firm where they work, they both
fall deeply in love. Lauren is smart and charming and wonderful;
she fits perfectly into Nicky’s family, which includes close
friends who have stood beside her. But Nicky’s troubled past and
Lauren’s societal fears present seemingly insurmountable
challenges.
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Chapter One

As the monotone voice droned on from the podium,
Nicky fixated on Lauren’s wavy, long brown hair hanging down over
her black leather jacket that stretched tight across her back.
Nicky could see only the profile of her face. It didn’t matter that
she couldn’t see her face, because Nicky knew exactly what Lauren
Thomas looked like. She had seen her many times before. And Nicky
knew exactly who she was too—someone beyond her reach.

Nicky took in her smooth, olive skin and sexy red
lips, fantasizing about placing her own lips on them. The image ran
like a high-definition video in her head. This erotic daydream was
the perfect distraction from their boss’s boring speech. They had
been sitting here for nearly an hour in the large, hot conference
room filled with people. Sometimes she was even able to stay
focused on his details about the upcoming changes in the company.
The big boardroom where the company entertained its wealthiest
clients had been converted into a small auditorium. It was set up
perfectly, right down to the portable riser brought in for a stage
and a high-quality sound system that was completely unnecessary for
the size of the room. The firm spared no expense to impress. Nicky
wasn’t sure who they were trying to impress today. No big clients
or competing firms were present; only the seventy employees of the
company.

If she hadn’t found such a pleasant diversion, she
would have been squirming in the hard wooden chairs much like her
coworkers were, only Nicky had troubles on her mind to increase the
squirming: the yearly parole meeting coming up next week where she
forced herself to relive the nightmare of her son’s father.

At the wooden podium, Daniel Markus, the M in MRP
Partnership, Incorporated, stood tall in his perfectly tailored
designer suit. The silky gray material almost shone. “…so, starting
in June, we’ll begin hiring junior architects to fill all the
computer design modeler and draftsmen—I mean, drafters’—positions.
All our faithful drafters should not worry. We will not be letting
anyone go. We will simply not fill vacated positions with drafters.
Instead, the employees in those positions will be transitioned to
junior architects. This will allow the company to continually
promote from within…wah wah wah…”

His voice sounded like one of the adult characters in
a “Peanuts” special. He messed with his tie and continually
buttoned and unbuttoned his jacket as he looked around the room.
The audience’s silence was likely not the response he was
anticipating. Nicky began to stare at Lauren again. What did she
think of the boss? Wouldn’t it be nice to have a conversation with
her over a glass of wine while sitting on a deep, soft couch?

“This is crap,” Jennifer whispered in Nicky’s ear.
“He thinks he’ll alleviate the cliques and animosity between
draftsmen and architects by doing away with the draftsmen. Who’ll
do the real work around here if he doesn’t employ people like us?
Drafters! Really? We’ve been draftsmen forever, regardless of
gender. Now all of a sudden we’re drafters—whatever.”

Jennifer, a tough, hard-working woman in her
mid-forties, was perhaps more disgruntled than any of the other
draftsmen. She had seniority and had hit the pay cap for draftsmen
at MRP three years ago. She elbowed Nicky, who tried to ignore her.
“Earth to Nicky.” She followed Nicky’s gaze. “Oh, I see. A new,
beautiful architect walks into town, and you’re all smitten. Stop
dreaming. She’ll never even give you the time of day.” Jennifer
pushed a lock of her blond hair behind her ear and stared at
Nicky.

Nicky finally acknowledged her old friend and mentor.
“Maybe she’s not like that. She’s been loyal to me. She sends her
work only to me.”

“Loyal, my ass. She just found the most talented
draftsman on the first try. You need to finish your degree, and
then maybe you can get in on this junior-architect gig and one day
run this place. You could fix it, because you know as well as I do,
it’s about leadership. We wouldn’t have any problems with the
draftsmen and the architects if we had some real leadership around
here.” Jennifer motioned at the man still talking incessantly at
the podium, then at Lauren. “Besides, what makes you think she’s a
lesbian?”

Nicky ignored her last comment. “What about you, Jen?
You could finish your bachelor’s in a couple years, and then we
could run this place together.”

“Couple years! Yeah, right, and you know what monkeys
could do too, don’t you?”

“…and for the fourth year in a row The Drafter of the
Year Award goes to Nicole James.” He glanced around the room,
practically looking right at her. “Is Ms. James here today?”

Her drafting colleagues all started slapping her on
the back. They sometimes gave her a hard time because she worked so
fast, saying she made them look bad. The award she was about to
receive was a peer award, and it meant more to her than anything
the leadership could ever give her.

Jennifer leaned toward her. “Your job is safe.” She
smiled at Nicky and clapped with more enthusiasm than anyone else
in the room.

Daniel Markus finally figured out who she was and
smiled at her like they were old friends. “Ms. James, please come
up here and join me.”

Nicky stood up and weaved her way through the row of
chairs toward the podium. She glanced over at the beautiful
brunette as she walked past to see if she noticed her. Their eyes
met, and Lauren smiled at Nicky as she clapped with the group.
Nicky’s heart jumped, and she couldn’t help but grin like a
schoolgirl.

Nicky stepped up on the stage and shook Daniel’s
outstretched hand. He glanced down at the certificate and read her
name. “Nicole, congratulations. Four years in a row!” He continued
to hold Nicky’s hand in his tight grip. “Winning this is getting to
be old hat for you, but I’ve decided to add a little more
excitement to this award.” He smiled and paused as if he had
rehearsed that line a thousand times. He looked around at the
audience—delaying perhaps for effect. “This year we’re adding a
one-thousand-dollar scholarship to the University of Washington’s
architecture program.” He reached behind the podium for an
oversized check, displaying a big cheesy grin to the audience as he
held it up.

The group clapped again, but Nicky heard a roar from
the back right corner of the room where the five other draftsmen
sat. They were all clapping and yelling words of encouragement to
her. She smiled back at Jennifer, who was beaming with pride.

“Nicole, do you have anything you would like to say?”
Daniel handed her the certificate and the check written out to UW,
then took a small step away from the podium.

“Thank you, Mr. Markus.” Nicky strode over to the
podium and spoke with confidence. “I’ll be quick. I just want to
say thanks to the great team of drafters who honored me
again this year. You’re the best team I’ve ever worked with. It’s
my pleasure to be a part of such a great group of people. I
consider every one of you my friend.” The group clapped again, and
Nicky walked back to her seat, accepting congratulations from her
peers.

*

“Robbie, get the snack funds. We’re going out to
lunch and celebrating. Someone call Mickey and tell him to set up
the back table at his place for us.” Jennifer, as the matriarch of
the drafting team, started shouting out orders like a drill
sergeant as soon as the whole team gathered back in the
basement.

Despite its subterranean location, it was a bright
and cheery workspace. Four years ago, Jennifer and Robbie had
convinced the finance department to fund a self-help project to
improve the dark, dingy old basement. The whole team had come in on
two separate weekends and stripped the floor of the musty carpet,
then meticulously installed bright, white vinyl tile on the
concrete floor. The next weekend they pulled off the dark, ugly,
fake-wood paneling and painted the cinder-block walls eggshell
white. After several coats the room almost sparkled. Finally, one
of the guys, who had worked for an electrician while putting
himself through college, instructed the rest of the crew as they
mounted the best lighting the remainder of the money could buy.

They had each brought in a framed poster to decorate
the walls. The men all contributed posters of their favorite
sports’ teams or, in one case, a poster of Bobby Jones’s famous
golf backswing. Jennifer had a picture from the classic movie,
Casablanca, and the other woman in their group had added a
poster featuring Rebel Without a Cause. Nicky had hung a
concert poster from Pink’s Truth About Love tour. Together, they
had transformed the twenty-five hundred square feet of space from a
smelly, old dungeon to a bright, welcoming space, which they called
Wonderland.

Robbie returned waving a wad of bills. “I’ve got two
hundred in cash.”

He and Jennifer managed an honor-system snack bar
that stocked soda, candy bars, Pop Tarts, and chips. They had
created quite a reputation for themselves. Everyone in the building
came to buy things from the draftsmen’s snack bar. A few months
ago, Jennifer had taken it to a whole new level when she brought in
a Keurig and purchased nearly every flavor of K-Cup ever made. Many
were skeptical after she had spent so much money on the new coffee
pot, but the skeptics changed their minds quickly when she managed
to sell the K-Cups for a buck each and doubled their profits in the
first two months. “Robbie, go back there and get the rest. How
often does our best girl get the recognition she deserves? We need
to splurge.”

“I have the credit card. I opened a bank account for
the snack fund. There was too much money to leave out in the kitty
all the time.”

“When’d you do that?” Jennifer asked.

“Don’t you worry about it. You don’t have to know
everything that happens down here.” Robbie sassed her, as usual.
“Come on. Let’s get a drink. First one’s on the snack bar. Second
one’s on Jen.” Robbie laughed and punched her arm.

“Who is this kid?” Jennifer pointed at Robbie and
then looked over at Nicky.

“It’s your fault. You trained him.” Nicky winked at
Robbie. “Jen, can I get a ride to Mickey’s? Dave’s working on the
RAV.”

“When are you going to get a new car? That poor thing
is a hundred years old and has like a million miles on it.” Jen
harassed her as they took the elevator up to the parking
garage.

“It’s only ten years old, and best of all it’s paid
for, so hush up and give me a ride.”

When the small team of draftsmen arrived at Mickey’s
Pub, their local happy-hour hangout, the architects were already
seated and eating. Mickey was partial to the draftsmen, though, so
he had saved their usual round table in the back corner for
them.

Mickey’s pub was the perfect neighborhood bar. Mickey
had remodeled it himself, and the place was an instant success for
lunch and happy hour in the business district. He knew his
customers well and treated them all like family. Mickey had put in
a beautiful antique mahogany bar along the entire left side of the
narrow space, with a high-gloss gorgeous brass foot rail that
caught your eye as soon as you walked in. Behind the bar on glass
shelves was every brand of liquor imaginable; the mirror behind the
shelves made it appear like an endless supply of booze. A
half-dozen solid oak booths ran along the opposite side of the
room, and several small tables sat in the middle. The architects
had all those tables lined up to form a long one, nearly blocking
the entrance.

In the back was a large open area with several tables
for dining and a small stage where Mickey invited local musicians
to perform on Friday and Saturday nights. Occasionally, Jennifer
and Nicky would hang around late after work on Fridays to hear Kat
Martin, their favorite local folk singer. The best seats in the
house were at a large round table that would seat six or eight
people comfortably. Those seats were reserved for the draftsmen
whenever Jennifer had anything to say about it. She had been
bringing her crew over here for nearly twenty years now.

“Ms. Jennifer, your table is ready.” Mickey bowed to
her from behind the bar. Mickey was somewhere between forty and
sixty; it was hard to tell. He stood about six-foot-five and always
wore a neatly trimmed fire-red beard with no gray to give away his
age. His large round belly was covered with a spotless, starched
white apron at all times.

Jen nodded her thanks to Mickey, then sneered as they
walked by eight of the licensed architects from the firm. “How is
it we can never get away from them?” she said as her team of six
crowded around the table in the back corner of the pub.

Nicky immediately noticed Lauren Thomas sitting like
royalty at the table otherwise filled with men. She sat tall at the
center, commanding the attention of several of her peers. She had
removed her jacket, and a sleeveless, beige silk blouse exposed
magnificently defined arms. Lauren looked up and caught Nicky
staring at her. She smiled, and Nicky smiled back, embarrassed that
she’d been caught. She quickly looked away. Lauren was relatively
new to the firm but had moved out to Seattle from New York City at
the request of Daniel Markus himself. Rumor was he had promised her
a partnership. Lauren would be the first and only woman partner at
MRP—a giant step into the twenty-first century for the
male-dominated industry, especially for MRP.

Architecture was such an intense and competitive
career field that it was extremely difficult to progress in the
profession regardless of talent. Many gifted artists gave up the
fight early in their careers. Nicky was encouraged by Lauren’s
success, even if she didn’t get selected as partner. In Nicky’s
opinion, Lauren had proved herself to be as good as the hype that
had preceded her arrival. Even cynical old Jennifer had agreed. The
work she sent to Nicky was amazing stuff. It was a totally
different style from that of the other architects at the firm, more
modern and geometric, contrasting with the traditional style of
most of MRP’s buildings.

Jennifer leaned over to Nicky. “She’s probably
schmoozing.”

“They haven’t added a partner the whole time I’ve
been working here. And a woman?”

Jennifer was done talking about the architects. “How
about that stingy old man, Markus? I can’t believe he threw in a
grand for a scholarship with the award this year.”

“If I’d known he was going to do that, I wouldn’t
have voted for ya, Nic. I would’ve voted for myself.” Judy, the
other woman on the team, the one who’d contributed the Rebel
Without a Cause poster, liked to tease her.

Soon everyone at the table had a cool malt beverage
in front of them, and they were laughing and joking. Nicky loved
these people; she watched as the group chatted about everything
from the award to their upcoming weekend plans.

“You deserved that award and the money. You know I’m
proud of you, don’t you?” Jennifer leaned over and spoke in Nicky’s
ear. “I just have to bust on the firm. I can’t let up on them. They
take us for granted. They might finally realize that if they
replace all the draftsmen.”

“I know, Jen. Thanks.” Nicky bumped shoulders with
her. “You taught me everything I know.”

“Whatever. If I had half the talent you have, I
wouldn’t still be sitting in Wonderland. I’d be looking out at the
Sound from one of those fancy windows on the seventh floor.” She
combined the compliment with a not-so-subtle hint that Nicky needed
to finish her degree. “That extra money will help with classes
though, right?”

“You know, I’m not going to complain about the extra
dollar bills, but what I really need is time off. I can only take
one course a semester. I have to be available to drive Austin to
his million-and-one activities. I could use a couple hours in the
middle of the day each week to take a class. I still have twelve
more credits before I can even start an apprenticeship.” She
thought for a minute. “I wonder if they’ll turn my position into
one of those junior-architect positions when I’m ready to be an
apprentice.”

“They better. No, scratch that. They will!” Jennifer
barked. Her threat had no real teeth behind it. She was still a
member of the labor union, though, so the leadership seemed to
listen to her. Not to mention, she was very good at her job and
knew what she was talking about. Jennifer told Nicky they were
scared of her, and Nicky thought that might be true. “When does
that boy get his license so you can take more classes instead of
driving him all over the place all the time?”

Jennifer and Nicky had discussed this situation many
times before, so Nicky was calm and didn’t get defensive. “You know
Austin is my first priority. He gets his license in just a few more
weeks, though. Please don’t make the time go any faster than it
already does. He’ll be a senior next year.”

“I know, he’s priority, but you will take more
courses next term when he gets his license, right?”

The waitress interrupted their conversation. “Nicky,
the lady over there would like to buy your lunch. She says it’s for
some award.”

Jennifer spoke up. “You tell her that her fellow
drafters are taking care of Nicky’s lunch.”

Nicky kicked Jennifer under the table. “Stop it,
Jen.” She turned back to the waitress. “Please tell her that I said
thank you very much.” Nicky looked over at Lauren and nodded.

Lauren saw her and mouthed congratulations.

*

The team returned to Wonderland after lunch and
drinks, and since it was Friday they focused on their normal
Friday-afternoon cleaning routine. Judy and Robbie grabbed the
brooms and went to work on the floor; Joe, their electrician who
liked to golf, collected all the trash; Jennifer and Nicky started
cleaning the snack-bar area, which left it to the remaining member
of their team, Sam, to pick up the random clutter and dust off all
the surfaces. Within minutes the place was spotless—just the way
Jennifer liked it.

The day hadn’t been very productive, given the long
office meeting and the extended lunch. At five o’clock on the nose
Jennifer began running the crew out of the basement. They had spent
the last thirty minutes or so telling stories and laughing, so it
didn’t take long for the place to empty. Robbie and Sam strolled
out after they finished throwing their last darts at the board in
the back, also purchased with snack-bar funds. Nicky and Jennifer
were left to lock up. Jennifer prided herself on being the last one
to leave most every night, and she was often the first to arrive.
She took her responsibility of leading the drafting team
seriously.

Nicky gathered her things and put on her coat to
protect herself from the rain that had started coming down just as
they returned from lunch. Jennifer interlocked her arm with Nicky’s
as she walked past her desk. “You’re with me.”

“I don’t mind the bus, and it’s out of your way to
drive me across town.” She knew she was wasting her breath. Once
Jennifer had made up her mind, it was impossible to change it.

“Whatever. Besides, what am I going home for
anyway—the pleasure of making my husband supper?” Jennifer
complained about her husband, George, the same way she complained
about everything. But let someone else even try to say something
bad about him, and she’d be across the table ready to scratch their
eyes out before they knew she had claws. “Besides, he wanted me to
ask Austin if he wanted to go fishing Sunday.”

“Has he never heard of a phone?” Nicky followed
Jennifer to the elevator. The silver doors slid open as soon as she
pushed the up arrow. The building was empty this late on a Friday
evening.

“He hates the phone. You know that. I’ll just drop
you off and ask him while I’m there. He’ll be home, won’t he?”

“Yeah, the house will reek of teenagers. Austin will
have friends over.”

In the car, Nicky sat quietly and listened as
Jennifer jabbered on about something. “Where are you? Do you have a
clue about what I just said?” Jennifer caught Nicky in her vacant
state.

“Yeah, of course. You said…”

“I knew it. I asked you to come over Sunday if the
boys go fishing. What’s wrong? You haven’t been yourself all
week.”

“I received the letter Monday.”

Jennifer stared at Nicky blankly for a second. Nicky
just stared back, and Jennifer immediately knew what letter. “Damn
it, Nick, am I your best friend or not?”

“Of course you are.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I knew something was going
on. You’d think by now I’d remember when that damn letter comes.”
She took Nicky’s hand. “What do you need?”

“That’s why I never tell you. There’s nothing you can
do. I just have to relive it all again. Every year I’m afraid it’ll
be the year he gets out.”

“Well, stop worrying. He’s a monster. They know it,
and they’ll keep him in there. You worry about it every year, and
every year he’s denied parole.” Jennifer was trying to be
reassuring.

They pulled up in the driveway behind Nicky’s
neighbor, Dave, who had just returned the old Toyota. She jumped
out to greet him, but then leaned back into the car. “Come in and
talk to Austin.” Jennifer shut off the car and got out. The rain
had slowed to an annoying drizzle.

Nicky jogged over to where Dave was standing under
the eve of the house. “I take it you got her running again. I knew
you would.”

Dave shrugged. “Yeah, no big deal. Just a clogged
fuel injector.”

Dave Stark was an expert mechanic; he could fix
anything. A short, stocky life-long bachelor, he always had a
scruffy, unshaven face and was beginning to develop a middle-age
potbelly. The little, melancholy man was a great friend to Nicky
and the perfect male role model for Austin. His dedicated work
ethic and calm, gentle manner were exactly the traits Nicky wanted
Austin to see in men.

Nicky and Austin had met Dave on the day they moved
in nearly ten years ago. He had hurried over to help her unload the
U-Haul while she was still struggling to back it into the driveway.
Austin was only six years old, and as hard as he tried, he wasn’t
much help with unloading.

Dave was always there to lend a hand from that day
forward. He helped Austin get odd jobs when he asked him for work.
He finally caved in to Austin’s persistence and gave him a regular
job when he turned twelve. Austin worked for him all summer and
every Saturday doing everything from helping him rebuild motors to
cleaning up the shop. Dave didn’t talk much or show many emotions,
but Austin loved him.

“You’re my hero.” She gave him a quick hug. “What do
I owe you?”

“Don’t insult me, Nicky.” Dave greeted Jennifer with
a wave before he started to walk back down the street.

“Let me at least drive you home.”

He continued toward his house, the collar of his
Carhartt pulled up around his neck.

Jennifer watched with Nicky as he disappeared. “You
know that man loves you.”

“Stop it. He knows better. We’re friends.”

“Whatever. He eats here enough to pay for the cost of
rebuilding that old P.O.S.”

“Hey, be nice to my P.O.S., and he has
practically rebuilt it.” Nicky grinned in the direction of her blue
Toyota RAV4. “Feeding him once in a while really doesn’t pay for
all he does for us.”

Nicky nudged Jennifer up the steps of her small green
bungalow. When they opened the front door, the overwhelming smell
of bubble gum and hormones hit them. “Hey, Mom!” Austin yelled from
the kitchen. “Sammy and Chris are here.” He prepared her for the
full house.

“Of course they are,” she said softly to
Jennifer.

Austin ran into the front room in sock feet and slid
across the hardwood floor to greet her, then said, “Hey, Auntie
Jenny.” He kissed Nicky’s cheek, and then her six-foot,
one-hundred-and-eighty-pound teenage football player enveloped
Jennifer in a big bear hug. “I didn’t know you were coming
over.”

“This is why I come here, Nicky. I’m greeted with
love.” She patted Austin on the cheek. “All I get from George is a
grunt, if he even notices me come in. You’re greeted by a giant St.
Bernard-like creature every day.”

Austin nodded toward the kitchen. “You should come in
here if you need more St. Bernard loving. Chris’ll squeeze you
too.”

Jennifer looked around the door into the kitchen.
“Hi, Chris. Hi, Sammy.” Both kids sat at the kitchen table with
large textbooks stacked in front of them.

They called out in unison. “Hey, Auntie Jenny.” In
the background they heard Chris tell Sammy, “She’s not really his
aunt.”

Sammy retorted in her teenage-girl, I-know-everything
voice. “Chris, I know. I’ve been dating him for almost two
years.”

Jen smiled at Nicky. “Two whole years. It’s like a
lifetime.” They laughed at the teenagers.

“Are you going to eat dinner with us? We should get
pizza.” Austin grinned and bounced around like a little boy in
front of her. He always wanted pizza. “Chris and Sammy can
stay.”

Chris yelled from the kitchen. “I got money. Count me
in on pizza.”

“Sorry, I have to pass. I need to get home or George
will be passed out. Heaven forbid he ever has to figure out how to
prepare something for himself. I just came in to see if you wanted
to go fishing Sunday. George is going out to the farm.”

“Of course. Can Chris go?”

Chris yelled again. “Can’t—Mom’s family reunion.”

Austin quickly agreed. “Yeah, tell Uncle George I
want to go. Should I call him?”

“Call him tomorrow, and he’ll give you the details.”
She turned to the door.

Jennifer gave Nicky a big hug. “You’ll stay and have
lunch with me when you drop him off on Sunday.”

Nicky nodded, and Jennifer disappeared into the
dreary night, already dark from clouds and the shortening days of
fall.

Austin looked at his mom. “You want me to get rid of
them?” he asked softly and nodded toward the kitchen.

Nicky’s shoulders were slumped, and her eyes probably
looked bloodshot and droopy. She didn’t feel like her normal
everyone-loves-my-mom self.

It was so much a routine to have several other kids
in the house, she hardly even noticed. Chris had been in their
house nearly every day since he and Austin first started playing
football together in middle school. Chris had always had trouble
with school and would have probably been satisfied with the C
average required to play football, but Austin had insisted on
helping. Now Chris hovered near a B average and even brought his
report card over for Nicky to praise him for an A now and then. His
parents were both doctors and didn’t pay much attention to him, but
Nicky always made a huge deal of As on a report card. Normally, she
prepared their favorite foods, which for Chris was easy: lasagna,
lasagna, lasagna.

Chris was two years older than Austin but had been
held back a grade. And Austin had been moved ahead from third to
fourth grade, so they were in the same year of school. They were
best friends and still played football together, Chris on the
offensive line and Austin a wide receiver. Chris was close to two
hundred and twenty pounds, so feeding him was a challenge. It
really wasn’t the feeding part that was so difficult, since he
would eat anything; getting him full was the hard part. Nicky had
once overheard Austin tell Chris not to eat all their food, because
his mom couldn’t afford to feed him. After that Chris was always
trying to give her money for food. She never took it, but she often
found money hidden around the kitchen.

Sammy, Samantha, was a tiny little thing who seemed
way too young to be dating. She was a relatively new regular at the
Jameses’ household. She and Austin had been dating, or whatever
counted as dating for two kids who couldn’t drive, since their
sophomore year.

“No. They can stay. Just hold it down, okay? My
head’s bursting, and I have homework. I want to get it done tonight
since I need to take you to work tomorrow and run errands. Also, it
appears we now have plans for Sunday.” She brushed the long, wavy
hair out of his eyes. “Go ahead and order some pizzas and bring me
a slice in my room when it gets here.” She handed him three
twenties.

“Are you sure? We can go hang at Chris’s.” Austin put
his arm around her waist while walking her to her bedroom.

“A-mom,” Chris yelled from the kitchen. Chris had
been calling her A-mom since the day they met when he was only
twelve. He was so pleased with himself when he explained to her
that it was short for Austin’s mom. When she informed him that he
could call her Nicky, he insisted this was way more cool, and it
caught on. Most of the boys who had been playing football with
Austin for the past five years still called her A-mom. “We’ll get
out of your hair.” She heard the chairs banging around and Chris
telling Sammy to pack up her books. Most nights school books lay
spread all over the table. Nicky wondered how they ever actually
got any homework done, because so much laughing and storytelling
was always coming from the kitchen when they were in there.

“Go settle them down with a pizza order. You know I
prefer you kids to be here.” She rose on her toes to kiss his
cheek, and he leaned down to let her.

Austin returned to the kitchen waving the sixty bucks
in the air. “Pizza!”


Chapter Two

Sixteen Years Ago

 


“Mom, I’m going out!” Nicky yelled from the front
door. She stopped in front of the hallway mirror and pulled her
long, curly, and terribly unruly blond hair into a ponytail. She
glanced down at herself and pulled at the waist of her pleated
khaki shorts. They felt tight, and she was uncomfortable with her
shirt tucked in, so she tugged it out and straightened the wrinkles
at the bottom of her sleeveless denim blouse. She shrugged and bent
down to retie her favorite blue Converse tennis shoes.

“Where are you going? Did you get those dishes done?”
her stepdad yelled back from the recliner in the family room. He
spent every waking minute in that dirty, old plaid recliner. Carl
was disabled, or at least he’d managed to convince the state of
Washington he was. He was fifteen years older than her mom, at
least two hundred pounds overweight, and smoked unfiltered Camels
all day long. He constantly lit one cigarette from the one he was
finishing. Nicky tried to empty his ashtray at least once a day,
but still it was always overflowing with butts and ashes. The only
words he ever exchanged with her were insults or lists of chores he
wanted her to do—many of which had to do with making him something
to eat and bringing him beer.

“Yes, I did the dishes. I also cleaned the bathroom
and mopped the kitchen floor,” she yelled back toward the family
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