
  ETHAN’S HIT A ROUGH SPOT

  So I caught my dad in bed with my ex-girlfriend.

  My best friend cancelled our plans to celebrate my birthday.

  Decided to drink away the betrayal.

  Made out with a cardboard cutout of a celebrity in front of my new roommates.

  Got in a bar fight.

  Hooked up with that pretty bartender whose sad smile I’ve secretly been painting pictures of since forever, but she shoved me out the door with hardly a word.

  Did I mention the tattoo I don’t exactly remember getting?

  And that’s only Saturday.

  Now I need to pick up the pieces of my messed-up life.


  



  LEEANNE’S HAD A TOUGH LIFE

  What do you do when you’ve lived in the same small town your whole life and you feel as if you’ll always be stuck in the same rut, like a piece of busted wagon wheel? Well, maybe you start by hooking up with the first decent guy who walks into your bar.


  



  Maybe once you do, it’s hard to get him out of your head even though you try. And maybe, just maybe, you find out he makes you laugh even more than he makes you want to shout his name.


  



  If you’re me, you don’t even know what to do with a guy like him. A little piece of happiness…that feels downright dangerous.


  


  To my Tom for being the one who let me know it was safe to laugh out loud.


  



  To Joan Swan, I couldn’t have finished this book without you, and I totally owe you lunch. Like, a hundred times over.


  



  To Jillian Stein and Carol Buswell for sharing your jokes, for being amazing ladies, and for more reasons than I could possibly ever list. Giggling with you has been one of my favorite things.


  



  To that middle school art teacher who told me never to give up. I wish to God I could remember your name, but I will never forget your face, or your extremely kind, utterly inspiring words. I picture you when I think I’ve forgotten how to make art. <3


  1. HAPPY FUCKING BIRTHDAY


  Ethan


  Lemme tell ya. Betrayal from the people you thought you trusted can be one motherfuck of a thwack to the nards.


  Especially when the thwacker happens to be family.


  Lets take a look at my dad, for example. He was a pretty decent guy when I was growing up. Not dad-like, so much. At least not the way I expected dads to be, based on television and whatnot, all bringing home the bacon and dishing out life lessons. Guess thats to be expected given the way I was suddenly thrust upon him unexpectedly after my biological mother passed away.


  Still, he was a fun guy. More like an awesome older brother. Or an uncle. Taught me all sorts of cool stuff, from how to tie my shoes and drive a car, to how to fire a gun and juggle scarves (neither skill has ever come in handy, but I could still get held up by a circus performer someday…so I guess you never know).


  Anyway. Magnetic personality, my dad. Nothing he didnt know, nothing he couldnt do. Nobody who didnt want to be around him.


  Come to find out, on this bitch-ass freezing-cold Saturday morning, there really is nothing my dad cant do. Nobody who doesnt want to be with him. Including my girlfriend. Ex, actually. But still.


  Still.


  What the fuck?


  Im standing in the doorway to my girlsex-girlsstudio apartment. With a hot chocolate and a bag of muffins like the biggest tool on the face of the planet. Because fuck me, but its Valentines Day weekend, and she said she didnt have any plans. She said she had to spend all day writing a paper.


  Shana and I didnt actually go out long before we called it quits, but weve hung out as friends for goddamn ever. Seems like Im the guy she trusts. The one she calls when she needs to talk. Guess I thought that meant we still had something. Or something that could turn into something? What. The. Fuck. Ev-aaar.


  Clearly that was all bullshit. And clearly she did have plans this weekend.


  I get the distinct impression hes not here to help you with your aesthetics paper, I say to no one in particular. On account of nobody being dressed, I cant bring myself to make eye contact with anyone in this room.


  Because straight across the neatly kept apartment is Shana sitting up in her bed, short blond hair freshly tousled with that world-just-got-rocked look, face flushed and lips puffy while my dad leans over her in a towel. Straightening up after kissing her.


  Kissing her.


  Did I mention the towel? Its baby blue cuz Shanas got a fetish for pastels and the whole damn place is an homage to pale, and extra fluffy (Cuz who doesnt love fluffy, I guess? Right now? This guy.).


  Jesus, Ive rubbed my face on those fucking towels. So gross.


  Shana and I, we never went there. She always said she wasnt ready, and I wanted to be a good guy about it. A nice guy. Make sure she didnt feel pressured. Now, I know for damn sure what recently went down in this room. The room where Ive stopped by to water Shanas ivy plants and help with homework and to hold her hair back when shes been sick. You know. To be nice.


  Boy. I cant find a word for this situation right now.


  Lets see… Fucked-up doesnt seem quite right. Twisted…maybe. FUBAR? Insane? No.


  Thats the one. The word is nooo.


  Ethan, what in the hell are you doing here?


  I hold up my key ring. The one she gave me, with Buttercup from the Powerpuff Girls looking just as angry and big-eyed as I am. My cartoon keychain now seems extraordinarily lame. So does the fact that I came to feed her cat every day while she went skiing during winter break.


  Holy shit, my dad went skiing over winter break.


  A whirling tornado kicks up in my stomach.


  Calico Picasso takes that moment to purr and rub against my leg, reminding me that hes the only one in the room currently showing me any loyalty.


  Thanks, boy.


  I still have the key you gave me. Thought you might need help with your damn paper so I brought breakfast and You know what? Never mind. What are you doing here? I aim that last question at my dad, whos busy tightening his towel.


  Thank God. Not like Ive never been in a locker room with the old man before, but if I see his junk right now, theyll never get all my gray matter out of the cracks in the floor tile.


  E, calm down. This…wasnt supposed to happen. My dad has the same level tone Ive heard him use when his students are having a conniption over their grades.


  See, I know what he’s doing. I’ve had some issues with anxiety. I manage it, but I can’t as much as complain about a headache without my dad thinking I’m out on the ledge of the campus clock tower.


  Frankly, I think Im flipping out for a legit reason, here. Which part? You guys fucking, or me finding out?


  They look at each other and then at me. Nobody answers, so I figure that tells me most of the answer lies behind door number two. Or both. Doesnt matter, actually. This is all so tangled up, I cant begin to pull the pieces apart.


  Ethan Dad lunges toward me and I take a huge step back before he even makes it halfway across the room.


  In the moment before flinging that front door open, if asked, Id have told you my dad was someone I trusted. He might not be the type for fixing up skinned knees and handing out sage life lessons, but he was somebody I believed I could count on. Same for Shana, frankly.


  Knowing who has my back is a big damn deal to me. Right now, I wonder who I can count on.


  You know what, Dad? You can stop right there, because unless youre about to tell me youre dying, theres literally no explanation you can give me for this thats going to make me want to go piss on your paintings and egg your car any less.


  My dads restored GTO is his pride and joy. He got it when he and my mom split. About now, Im wishing I hadnt come up the back stairs or I might have seen it parked out in the front lot and gotten an early warning for this little surprise party.


  The pissing thing I wouldnt really do, because I would never want to see another persons creative work destroyed. Still, I said it for giggles, because Im bleeding out emotionally and feeling real fucking mature.


  Eth


  Youre not, are you? Dying? Because this would still be shitty, but I might not egg your car.


  Unlikely, right? Hes only twenty years older than I am.


  Nah. I can see it, when I look at her and she looks at him. The way they keep looking at each other. The way he grabs his pants from over the back of the reading chair by her bed without looking and pulls them on. This isnt some oops kind of thing. He knows this place. Hes been here. Probably lots of times.


  Shana swipes her hand over a wet cheek. Ethan, Im sorry.


  Yeah? Suddenly I dont recognize her anymore. What in the hell made me think I should wait for her to want me? Thats just great. Sorry is for when you accidentally bump someone in the hallway, Shana. Not when you bump uglies with their dad.


  My dad looks twitchy and then pulls a clean shirt from her flower-painted chest of drawers (also pastels). Ive known Shana since my senior year in high school, and I never got to put shit in her drawers. Maybe because they were already taken.


  I put my arms out to the sides. How the hell long has this been happening?


  Ethan…I dont think nows the time. Shana pulls up the sheet shes been holding higher against her chest. I realize the only time Ive ever seen her fully nude is when she was modeling for an art class.


  For my dads art class.


  For serious? Now would be an excellent time for a mountain lion to come out of nowhere and swallow me whole. Id appreciate the diversion.


  Man, I didnt think a thing of it at the time. Lots of art classes use nude models, after all. Dad has used Shana as a model in his classes off and on. Shana wanted to be just friends after only a few dates. We never did get past kissing. Since she was a year ahead in school, I wondered if she might want someone more mature.


  Who knew my concerns could be so disturbingly founded?


  How long has this thing with my dad and Shana been right in front of me? How stupid am I?


  Ive got nothing. Theres a giant piece of glass I carry around inside me. It gets bigger and smaller, depending on the DEFCON level of my anxiousness that day. Right now it makes its presence known, twisting and digging into my gut, driving home with each cut just how stupid Im feeling.


  If I was wrong about this, what other fuck-ups have I made without knowing?


  You know what? Youre right. Now is not the time. Never would be good. I take another step back, pulling the door to Shanas apartment wider and stepping out into the chilly air. You guys enjoy your morning. This is a nightmare, so Im going to go bleach my brain now.


  With a shit-ton of beer.


  I thought I still loved Shana. Seeing her in that tiny, one-room apartment with its sex smells and with my dad right there? Damn. I wonder what the hell I was ever thinking.


  Ethan. Whats up, man? Shanas neighbor, a friendly hipster-type named Zeb, is coming out of his place one flight up. When he stops on the landing outside Shanas door and looks at me like Im the one whos dying, I realize Im still standing there with the door open. Gripping the knob so tight my fingers have gone white.


  Sweat beads on my forehead in spite of the cold. My glasses slip down my nose, but Im short on free fingers to push them up.


  You know, fuck this. I dont know what I was thinking coming here. Happy fucking birthday to me, huh?


  My birthday is actually tomorrow, but I guess Id had it in my head that if I could help Shana finish her paper, maybe tomorrow she and I could hang out to celebrate. Wow. D-U-M-B-A-S-S spells Ethan.


  I toss the muffins in Shanas trash can and pull the door toward me while her and my dad are still staring as if they saw an alien. I want to slam it fast so nobody, not Zeb or anyone else, can bear witness to my humiliation. Its a windy day though, and gust after gust makes sure the door is buffered on a nice cushion of air as it closes. Quietly and gently. So nicely and politely.


  Super.


  Oh, uh. Hey there, Professor Kinney. Zeb waves before I get the door all the way closed. Cuz yeah, Zebs a photography major so of course he recognizes my dad from the department. Hes suddenly shifty and awkward when he looks at me. Eyes wide, he shoves his hands in his pockets, sidling between me and the stairs to get off to wherever it is hes heading.


  I wonder if he knows. How many people do? My dads been here before, so surely Zebs seen him. Maybe I was the last to find out.


  With that awesome cherry on my embarrassing-as-shit sundae, I mumble, Im outta here, and pull the door the rest of the way shut. Theres no satisfying slam like I wanted, but I guess the mornings gonna be a bust all the way around.


  I realize, as I race down the stairs, Im still gripping the cocoa Id brought for Shana. A massive anger swig burns the inside of my mouth. Come on. Are you kidding me? What do they do, heat the water with a nuclear reactor first? After carrying that stuff all the way from the campus coffee shop, it should be cooled off by now.


  Out of stubbornness, I swallow the hot gulp and try to be a man about it.


  Heading for the bus, I dial my friend Michelle to vent so Im not shouting my frustration into thin air. Shes usually up early and she hardly ever flinches at my crazy. Believe me, Ive got plenty.


  Even on a Saturday morning, it takes only two rings for her to pick up. Hey, I was actually about to call you. Somethings come up. Were not going to be able to get together tonight for your birthday. Im so sorry.


  Well, the hits just keep on coming, dont they? Hey, I get it. If you and Dante would rather do something romantic, I can understand.


  Michelles boyfriend, Dante, looks like an underwear model and used to box professionally. Frankly, the way they make goo-goo eyes at each other, Im amazed they ever make it out in public.


  Actually, its got nothing to do with romance. Dantes trying to sue his old boxing coach, this guy Arlo Specter. He found another boxer who could maybe testify or even also file charges, so were heading out of town right away to talk to him. Its more about getting what he did into the light of day than making money, so were looking for as many people as possible, but a lot of his former clients still fight professionally and refuse to say anything on record.


  It sucks to suddenly be on my own, but I cant ignore the tension in Michelles voice. Shes not looking forward to dealing with this, and I dont need to go making that worse.


  So I keep my mouth shut about Shana and my dad. Yeah, its all good. Safe travels and everything.


  Sure. Ill stop by after we get back.


  I say goodbye and hang up, deciding to head to the gym so I can pound on a heavy bag until the urge to beat my head on a rock slowly fades. Dantes taught me a few moves in the ring, and Ive found it really does help to loosen up that imaginary piece of glass when I feel like its lodged deep inside my stomach. The way it is now. If that shit doesnt work, Lord knows therell be a house party on this campus somewhere.


  The pointy end of that glass pokes my soft underbelly. Paranoid whispers in my head tell me I just lost my tribe in one hammer fall, and whats wrong with me to make that happen? Maybe everyone else has other shit going on, or maybe nobody cares enough to have my back. A white-hot flare of pain bursts in my chest, but I beat it back. For now.


  I tell myself none of it matters, toss the cocoa in the trash by the bus stop, and keep walking.


  [image: Scene Break]


  LeeAnne


  Joes Bar doesnt open until eleven. Ive been here since nine in the morning, because thats as early as I can get away with showing up to clean and do inventory. Any earlier and Joe asks questions.


  If I stack and restack the glasses and vacuum the decades-old checkered carpet enough, I can kill an amazing amount of time. Its almost like a meditation. Or so I tell myself.


  Its not that I dont have anywhere else I can be. Its that lately, being in one spot for too long makes me itchy. And by lately, I mean the past year or so. Im used to being lonely, but Im not used to relaxing.


  Ive been on high alert since my mom died. Waiting for the other shoe to drop. When I was a kid, it was waiting for my dad to come home and shout the house down for some infraction. Later, after I got married, waiting for my husband to blame me for his life turning out wrong. Waiting for a glass to shatter against the wall. For someone to tell me that even though I cleaned, even though I tried to get things right, I did it all wrong.


  All that waiting…God, Im tired.


  Somehow, in finally getting up the gumption to leave my husband last year, I screwed myself. Turned out the devil I knew at least didnt keep me wondering. With him, I knew messing up was inevitable. The only question was when.


  Now? Now…


  Doing okay in here, girlie? Joe, a large man in his upper sixties, pokes his head in from the kitchen area.


  Its tough to look guilty when youre in the middle of cleaning beer taps, but I manage. Hey, Joe. Doing fine. Thought Id get a jump on the day.


  You jump the day any harder, its gonna file a complaint, sweetheart. You need to give yourself a break.


  Theres no way to explain it to him. Or to anyone whos never had the sound of their own thoughts keep them awake at night.


  If I relax, that might be when the next thing comes flying at my head.


  I fold the bar rag in my hand and lay it down. Carefully, to give myself a moment. Im only trying to get my head together, Joe.


  I feel like all of me is scattered in a million pieces lately. I dont know how to put all of me back together. I dont know how to see the picture, only the little bits of torn paper strewn around. Most of all, I dont know if Ill ever go back together again, or if I ever was, and I dont know how to explain that to Joe.


  Sure, sweetheart. And you know I dont mind you coming in early. But you gotta figure that this isnt good for you. Its been a year now, and youre still moping around here the same way you have been. Hoped getting free of that man would put more spring in your step.


  It did. Really. Its just that now I see ghosts and demons in the shadows. Sometimes the spring is me jumping at them like a fraidy-cat.


  Well… He pauses behind me. Ive turned to fiddle with the alignment of the bottles behind the bar, but I know darn well all Im really doing is avoiding eye contact. If theres anything I can do, LeeAnne. You let me know.


  I know. Thank you. I force myself to look back into his eyes, because Joe really has been decent to me. He gave me a waitress job after Charles and I first married. I was eighteen, just out of high school, and wasnt even old enough to serve hard liquor in his bar. Had to have someone else bring out the mixed drinks, thanks to stupid North Carolina laws. Ive always appreciated Joes help, even though it felt like a pity job.


  Honestly, Joe. Thank you.


  He nods. Hate to see you in such a funk, child.


  Hes making his way toward the back when the front door opens. Before I can say anything, Joes barked out a curt, were closed, at the huddled figure coming through the front entrance.


  Me, I dont say a wordbecause I recognize the person walking in.


  Its Charles. My ex. His walk, the heavy, uneven shuffle, is the thing that used to wake me in the middle of the night when hed arrive home from driving a load. I heard he lost his job, so I dont know where hes been living or what hes been up to. We havent talked in a year.


  A year. His eyes still hold the same hurt as when they stared me down from across the county courtroom.


  Sorry, Joe. Thought I locked it when I came in.


  Dont trouble yourself, sweetheart. To Charles, he says, Youre not welcome here, young man.


  Charles is older than I am, by a year and a half. When I look into his eyes, I see a man so haunted, hes never been young. Neither of us ever were, I dont think. Its hard to remember the fumbling teenagers we were when he got me pregnant. But to Joe, everyones young I suppose.


  Its all right, Joe. Charles appears to be sober right now. Hes calm. Joe turning him away might rile him up, and thats the last thing any of us need.


  Charles pushes the hood of his sweatshirt off his buzzed head. I wont stay long. Promise. He turns to me. You look good. Uh… Here.


  A single rosebud appears from inside his coat. Slightly tired looking, its length is wrapped in the cloudy plastic they use over at the Gas Stop on the edge of Evergreen Grove. The ones you just know are there by the door for the poor saps who forgot about Valentines Day and either didnt have time to hit the grocery store before they cleared out or go to the fancy florist one town over.


  My heart hurts, seeing that sad rose. Thats sweet, Charles. But I cant accept.


  His gaze jumps around the bar, maybe looking for some place to put the wilted flower. Oh. Well… Uh… Okay. So… The protective order expired last week. Thought Id ask if you planned on getting it renewed, you know. My aunt doesnt really have room for me to stay long term, and if you aint using the house, I could move back here to Evergreen Grove, maybe…


  I sigh. Kinda hoped I wouldnt have to renew the protective order, Charles. I dont want you and me to have any trouble.


  His smile dredges up all my sadness. All the guilt. Its a ghost of the smile that got me into bed one night when I was seventeen and he had stolen a case of his daddys beer. When I thought maybe he could rescue me from my own father, and lying under the moon with him in a flatbed made us both invincible.


  I havent been drinking. Things are better. Promise. He leans his hip against a square table with its chairs still stacked up top, and I can see the question before he asks. The hopeful smile. Hey, do you think maybe sometime we could?


  Charles, no. We cant. No trying again. No getting back together. Too much has happened. Hed asked before. Id felt bad and let him come back. Fool me once, you know?


  Part of me wants to say yes, if only because I hate for my father to be right. I hate to have failed. Something in my life has got to finally go right. Whatever I felt for Charles is long gone, though. Its time we both understood.


  He comes over to the bar, leaning across to touch my cheek. I brush him away. Theres a small scar there by my ear from one of the last times he hit me that I keep covered with makeup. God, Im sorry, LeeAnne. You know Id do anything to take it back. And you know Im no good on my own.


  I dont know what troubles me more. The hot, heavy wave of guilt that makes me want to apologize for his hurt or the fact that he isnt saying he misses or loves me. Only that he thinks he needs me to take care of him.


  I know youre sorry. But weve tried. It always ends up the same way. And I cant be the one you lean on. Ive been talking to this therapist, and shes helped me see that Im part of your problem.


  His fingers tighten around the leg of an upended bar stool that I hadnt yet put down on the floor. And just how in the hell does that figure?


  I straighten my spine in spite of the way his stormy gray eyes flash with anger. You need help Im not qualified to give, Charles. And I need… I need not to be around you. I dont like who I am when were together.


  Even after so much time apart and with Joe in the next room, its scary to say this to him.


  Its just… He taps his fist against the bar and shakes his head. Never mind. I know. At first he turns partway around, but then he brings his fist down, knocking one of the stools to the floor. Dammit, LeeAnne!


  Its not the worst Ive seen him, but I take a few steps back, reaching for my phone under the back shelves behind the bar. Charles, Joes going to come up here and kick you out. Now you can either leave nicely or Ill have to call the sheriff. And I dont want to make things more difficult for either of us, but if you cant keep your distance then Ill go ahead and renew the protective order.


  For a flash, his face twists into a pained mask. Then its gone. Distance. Right. You got it, LeeAnne.


  Theres a look Ive never seen before in Charless eyes when he turns to walk away. Something chilly and blank, and Im honestly not sure what to think. Im only hoping he doesnt come back.


  2. SHUT YOUR FACE


  Ethan


  Im not even sure when we got to Joes Bar. How is also somewhat blurry.


  What I do know is that weve been here for far too long. My friends are getting obnoxious, and Im fucking sobering up. Sadly, I only turn twenty whenever the clock strikes midnight so I cant drink here.


  My pity bender ended like a few hours ago when we left this guy Alonzos place. Real shame. At least Ive got nachos.


  Alonzos in my poetry class (Rumors of this class being the easiest A you can get for an English requirement have been grossly exaggerated). I remember going to the gym and running into him there. His roommate was with him and mentioned some Anti-Valentines party they were having. What the hell, right? Going home had been a nonstarter after Michelle and Dante had to cancel on me, since I currently live with my dad and I was not ready to run into him in the kitchen.


  So, how was your morning? Mine was pretty heinous. Yours?


  Heeell no.


  Today hasnt been a good-decision day. The last clear thing I recall is being so desperate to get unstuck from my own head, I literally drank enough at Alonzos place to topple into a life-size cardboard cutout of Ryan Gosling while accepting a dare to make out with it (Which Alonzo was pretty attached to. Says I owe him a new Ryan).


  I think we also played avalanche or pennies or some equally ill-advised drinking games. Vaguely, I recall someone busting out a bottle of illegally acquired grain alcohol. Id count up all the things today that I wouldnt have been caught dead doing yesterday, but my brains still too fried for basic math.


  Winding up here at Joes Bar in Evergreen Grove, though, thats a little more fuzzy. Fuzzier?


  More fuzzier? Definitely.


  Alls I know is, Im in a townie bar surrounded by drunk college students, drunker folks in boots and flannel, and Im pretty sure if were not careful, Alonzos gonna pull down the decorative Christmas lights running around the walls with all his intoxicated gesturing. Is… Is he trying to give Jesse a lap dance? I dont even know.


  Turns out Alonzo has a lot of friends, or at least a ton of people who show up to hang out at his house on the edge of Evergreen Grove. When day turned to night, we all surged from the town border down to Main Street, the lamest drunken parade ever. Im pretty sure I let one of the guys in our group drive my car, which is kind of fucked because my CRX is my baby and I never let anyone drive her. Plus, I dont have a clue how we made everybody fit. Or where my cars been parked.


  Since I cant actually drink at Joes, I ate nachos instead and finally sobered up some. Now the hazy weirdness is coming back, and it isnt pretty. Things like spilling my guts out about my lame love life in a cloud of pot smoke. Then someone suggesting a trip here because Alonzo was out of snacks, and Joes has the best food for munchies. Crazy, yet it doesnt even compare to how my day started.


  Can I get you guys anything else? The bartender/waitress shows up at our table, swinging her sandy-blond ponytail and flashing her smile like a girl-next-door movie heroine. She asks this after bringing me a Cherry Coke and a new basket of fries, which makes me literally want to marry her.


  Maybe I am stoned. However…


  True confession: I like this girl. I have since before I met Shana. Back before I started as a student at Pender Tech, dad brought me here for lunch on the weekends because he liked the wings. LeeAnnes always sweet to me. Guess shes that way with everyone, but still.


  Her bodys amazing. Curvy and soft and real, like a woman in a Dali painting. Even though photorealism isnt my bag, Id kill to sit her down and draw her. Paint her. I have, actually, but from memory. Might sound pervy to some, perhaps, but it was only because the curve of her lips and that dusting of freckles were impossible to ignore. The sexy S formed by the sway of her lower back and the curve of her ass make my brain go haywire.


  All of that is nothing compared to her eyes, which are the duskiest green ever. For all her warmth with the customers, theyre frozen, glittery-pond-at-night dark. Abandoned-asylum dark. Just as pulse quickening and intriguing. You just know there are secrets buried in the shadows. Sure, something might tell you its dangerous territory, but that only makes you wonder.


  What would happen if I stepped on the ice? If I picked up a camera and some spray paint and walked into that strange-ass empty building? What if I walked up to LeeAnne, the sunny waitress with the dark emerald eyes, and tried to see why shes so closed off inside?


  LeeAnne used to wear a wedding ring, so I never tried. Its gone now. There was a rumor about her and one of the other dudes who works here at some point, too. But that guy is dating Cassie, the girl who sometimes plays guitar here, so I think thats nothing to worry about at this point.


  Before, even if LeeAnne had been available, I still had Shana asking me to hang out and make mac and cheese while we watched Fushigi Yûgi. Idiot that I was, somehow I took that as a sign that she still might want me as more than a friend. That she simply wasnt there yet, or whatever stupid excuse I let her feed me. If I was a nice guy and waited…


  What the fuck ever, dude. Alonzos not talking to me, hes arguing with his roommate, Jesse, about the philosophical possibility that were all living in a computer unaware vs. the idea that were all puppets to hidden alien masters, but his comment nevertheless fits the moment.


  I kinda wonder if these guys are major nerds, or just too smashed to realize theyre arguing human existence in the form of two fictional movie plots? I only sort of care, because LeeAnnes wearing a more distant smile than usual this evening.


  She sort of looks the way I feel, and I want to know why.


  One of the guys in our motley crew asks for another pitcher. When she turns back toward the bar, Im out of my seat without thinking.


  Actually, I say in a voice thats too rough and too low to actually be mine. Maybe I did smoke something. Theres something Id really like.


  Oh?


  This is so unbelievably cliché. When she turns toward me with her tired smile and her order pad raised, I wonder how many guys have come on to her this way, and how fast shell shoot me down.


  What can I get for you, sir?


  And here we go in three…two…one…


  Sir. I snort. Maybe Im still a little drunk after all. Im not a sir. Im just… Whatever. You know me, LeeAnne. I come in here all the time. Im Ethan. My best friend Michelle is friends with Cassie, who lives with that guy Jake who works here sometimes, who also, I dont know, probably sat at a boxing match next to Kevin Bacon once or something. Im Ethan.


  You said that already.


  God, I want to beat my head into the jukebox for being a raging moron. Except I think, maybe, her smile warms up a little. Maybe dumbassery is working in my favor at this particular moment.


  So, yeah. Im repeating myself. I do that. Anyway, you look sort of sad and Ive been having a crap day myself, you know? Maybe we could go out sometime. Coffee or whatever. Nothing fancy. Unless you like fancy. Im open.


  Dear Ethan: Shut your face before she slaps you in it. Your Last Remaining Shred of Dignity


  For hardly a second, her smile slips. Like the professional she is, she puts it back fast, only her eyes dim another notch.


  She sticks her pen behind one ear. You think I look sad, so youre inviting me out for coffee?


  Yeah, I guess the logic fell a little short. I know some good jokes.


  Now her smile takes on more of an Im-humoring-you sort of expression. Thats a sweet offer, Ethan, but Im afraid I dont date customers.


  Uh-huh. Shes shut me down in a super kind but firm way, and my first instinct is to leave her alone and walk away. Not do anything that might rock the boat or be bothersome.


  Yesterday, I might have.


  Well, yesterday I wouldnt have even asked her out. After all, I was still pining for the girl I stupidly thought was my soul mate. My soul mate who was sleeping with my dad. Can I get a yeesh with a side of gaaah?!?


  Yesterday was yesterday. Or maybe its already after midnight and yesterday was actually two days ago. Not so sure. Point is, today is a new day and a new Ethan. Today, I have to give it one more try. Especially since she called me sweet and thats just fucking unacceptable.


  Right. I hear you. Its an understandable policy. Makes total sense. Can I just ask one favor?


  She shifts her weight to one leg, popping out one of those gorgeous hips and pursing her lips like she knows Im about to try to feed her some horseshit. I guess shes not wrong. Im not trying to be an asshole, Im just done being the nice guy.


  The nice guy gets nowhere. Im so fucking done being the nice guy.


  I mean, Ive got no problem with being kind. You know, being considerate. My mom taught me to treat others with respect, and Im still sure thats a good thing. I do have a problem with being kept on the line as the affable idiot whos always around, knowing damn well hell do whatever because hes hoping for more.


  I have a problem with people thinking nice equals doormat.


  Being nice got me nothing but kicked around. More than once. Fuck that business.


  Sure, Im channeling a little anger right now. Itll die down. Pinkie swear.


  I grab LeeAnnes order pad, swiping the pen from behind her ear. I like the way her eyes widen and her cheeks stain when my hand brushes her hair. She doesnt look mad, but she looks surprised and maybe sort of amused. Its cool to see some light in those dark eyes.


  You know, I say. Theres this kickass kebab place over in Pender. Sometimes Im like seriously craving food from there, but then I ask around and nobody else wants savory meat on a stick. So I dont go because eating alone is no fun, you get what Im saying?


  I dont reallyNo.


  Yeah. I ramble. A lot. Especially if Im nervous. Which is almost always. So all Im saying is, Im really good company if youre ever in need of some. Company. You can ask around. People like me, and Im not at all creepy. Zero spree-killings so far this year.


  Its February.


  I stand by my track record.


  Im gratified by a small laugh but it doesnt last nearly long enough, because she looks over my shoulder with a deep crease in her forehead. Uh, youd better go get your friends out of here. One looks sick and the others look ready for a fight.


  Theyre not actually my… Aww, damn. Some guy I dont know is listing sideways on the chair I recently vacated. The green cast of his face says he may be putting my leather jacket in peril. Alonzos got Jesse by the collar, and I cant tell if theyre about to throw down or make out. Considering all the flannel and trucker hats around the bar, this probably isnt a good place for either.


  Im tempted to say it isnt my problem, but if a fight breaks out in the bar, it will be LeeAnnes. That probably wont help my chances of getting a date.


  Fuck.


  I turn back to the table. All right, party people, lets GTFO.


  I grab my jacket and pull the skinny one whos about to puke back by his T-shirt, so I can march him toward the door. Dude struggles more than I expect, considering how hammered he is, but after a couple of good stumbles, Ive got him under control. Jesse and Alonzo follow with surprising ease, and were on our way to the bus stop looking like one big happy gang of I love you man!


  I love you, man. No, really! I love you! No, man, I love YOU! Youre the best, dude. No, you are!


  Except really, Ive got my arms around Jesse and skinny drunk dude to keep them from scampering off like puppies or falling down like, well, you know. Its not easy, but theyre both your average lazy college nerd, and Ive been working out almost daily for the past few years.


  Everyones got their demons, and running or doing pushups until I cant think helps keep mine at bay. Mostly. Sometimes.


  I finally pour everyone onto the local connecter bus and wander to my car, feeling in my jacket pocket for my phone so I can surf Instagram or read until Im a hundred percent sure Im not going to get pulled over on my drive home. Set an alarm perhaps, in case I fall asleep.


  Except…fuck. My phone isnt in my jacket pocket.


  Its always in my jacket pocket.


  Jesus. When do I get to go to bed and forget the last twenty-four hours ever happened?


  [image: Scene Break]


  When I finally make my way back up to Joes Bar, its later than I thought. Only people I see left are a couple of townies on stools, and LeeAnne, whos already hard at work vacuuming what must be one hell of a nasty floor. The lights are turned up brighter, showing yellowing walls scattered with pictures and memorabilia, and a dining room crammed with little rectangular tables. Not exactly a place made for lingering after last call.


  Joes is upstairs from a coffee shop/bakery kinda place, and damned if I wouldnt kill for a powdered sugar donut to wash down this shit-tastic night. Unfortunately, Joes doesnt serve desserts and, anyway, Im betting the kitchen is closed.


  Can I help you? LeeAnne asks me the same question as before with the same neutral smile pasted on. This time her foot taps to show how little patience she has left. Guess I cant blame her. Shes trying to fend me off before I make another move.


  Oh. Uh…I thought maybe I left my phone up here.


  Hmm. She glances around. I dont think I saw it when I cleared your table. Let me see if it fell underneath.


  Shes over there before I can process, stooped down with her hands on her thighs, curvaceous butt sticking right out at me. Shes wearing a pair of leggings under her skirt so its not like shes flashing all the cash and prizes, but man…its hard to miss those legs and…well, my imagination is pretty damn vivid.


  I maneuver around, trying to help her look under the chairs and everything, but it seems like each time I move left, so does she, and same when I move right. It all gets even more awkward when suddenly I realize my butt is vibrating.


  My. Butt. Is. Vibrating.


  As in…


  I reach back and slap my pocket, tracing over the rectangle of my phone. Which has been with me the whole time, and now its WAY uncomfortable because Ive got LeeAnnes backside right in my face as she pats the floor under the heating unit that runs along the wall to check for my smartphone. The one thats buzzing away in my not-so-smart pants. This is not a particularly convenient time to tap her on the shoulder and be all, Hey, false alarm. I had it the whole time. Crazy, right?


  I mean, what if I tap her and she bangs her head on the underside of the table? Or I accidentally tap other parts of her? Or she thinks Im some perv who made up the phone story only so I could watch her bend over?


  Which, being honest? Not a terrible side effect of this entire mishap. Except now Im thinking all sorts of super inappropriate thoughts. Shit.


  I push my glasses up and clear my throat, ready to come clean, when I hear a noise behind me.


  Not sure what youre looking for, buddy, but youd best keep your hands to yourself if you know whats good for ya.


  LeeAnne shoots up, missing the edge of the table with no trouble at all, as it turns out. Randy. She gives him a half smile and a stern look. Those dark eyes are distant again. This is not your concern. And its past time for you to go.


  Im only keepin an eye on things. Whadyou think Charles would do if he knew you was in here bending over for all the customers?


  Oh, fuck. Shes got a boyfriend? Fantastic.


  LeeAnne throws an anxious glance towards what I assume is the door to the kitchen. There was a big guy up here earlier, but Im not sure where he is now.


  I clear my throat and nudge my glasses up again. Hey, now. Say what you want about me, cuz Ill definitely bend over for anyone. But lets be respectful to the lady.


  Maybe Im feeling like being a nice guy has gotten me beaten with the butt end of the fairness stick a few times, but regardless, I dont believe in disrespecting women. My mom told me once that a bastard might get his way for a time, but eventually hed anger the wrong person and wind up with an angry lady standing over him with a sharp knife in one hand and his willie in the other. Some theories you dont wanna test.


  Not to mention, I do have a mom and a little sister. It wouldnt be cool to have anybody talking to them all shitty like that.


  LeeAnnes face reddens. Its not embarrassment though. Uh-uh. I can see from the slash of her eyebrows and the tight balls shes made out of her hands, shes pissed at this other guy. At least, I hope thats who shes pissed at.


  Charles lost that right when we got divorced. Now leave, before I call the police and tell Joe to have you banned.


  The man spits on the floor and adjusts his hat, still looking like hes got more to say. I glance over at the bar to realize the other dude who was in here slipped out while I was distracted by LeeAnnes charming assets. All thats left is a smoke trail and some cash pinned under an empty glass.


  I grab my phone from my back pocket and step in front of a shaky looking LeeAnne. Come on, man. You heard her. Lets drop this peacefully.


  You gonna do something about it, kid?


  He pushes up his sleeves and flexes his muscles. Oh hell, Id rather not. Am I going to get into a damn bar fight on my birthday? Talk about things that werent on my to-do list.


  Catching my dad in bed with my ex?


  Drunk fumble with paper Ryan Gosling?


  Alonzo groping my ass when I tried to get him into the bus?


  Seriously, I just wanted to hang out with Michelle and play some darts. Was that too much to ask?


  I give Trucker Hat Guy the stare-down. Im telling you, dude. You dont want to start something here. Pretty sure its the glasses, but nobody sees me as a threat. Ever. Im stronger than I look, though. Also, I think way more sober than my opponent. Now, come on and listen to the lady. Get out of here.


  He rocks back on his feet. Takes one step and then another. Behind me, LeeAnne lets out a breath of relief. Looks like the guy got smart enough to listen.


  Until he blows out a wall-shaking bellow and throws a sloppy right hook at me. Dammit.


  The first shot I dodge easily. Hes sloppy drunk, and Im down to a mellow buzz and the beginnings of a pesky headache thatll have me pissed-off tomorrow.


  After that? Yeah well, after that, hes angry. When he runs at me, I suppose I could dodge again. I should dodge him. Then his stupid ass would run into the wall and Id be on my way home. Thatd be the smart thing. The reasonable thing.


  I dont do the reasonable thing.


  No, what
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