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Chapter I

Ben McGreavy had been a very smart man. Cass cradled a secret pride for the way he always seemed to have the right answer to every question. That whip-speed intellect once landed him a spot on Jeopardy!, and his winnings had gotten as high as $22,400 after the first round. But before the next round he’d had a few belts of Seagram’s scotch on his way to the set—just four or five, far less than a normal evening’s intake—hoping it would soothe his nerves. The stakes were high. Depending on how long he could hang in there, he had hoped to pay off some debts.

Not the one to his brother, Scott. Cass knew Ben had stopped keeping track of that years before. He’d probably stopped even thinking about it, except when Scotty would get mad about something else and invariably add, And what about all the money you owe me, huh? What about that?

Ben would shame Scotty by pulling out his wallet and tossing his last few dollars on the floor. Or just by looking at him, a look that said, You might be a big man somewhere in the world, but calling in a debt on your own brother, who hasn’t had your luck—that’s cold, even for you.

Cass had seen variations of this interaction countless times in the eleven years she’d been with Ben, since she was eighteen. She hated that they often didn’t have enough to live on—hated even more that it was their own fault. She’d been raised to work hard and follow the rules, and there had been precious little of that in the last few years. “We have to stop,” she’d say. “We have to get jobs and stand on our own feet!” And Ben would agree. Till the job bored him, which was always. Till the whisper of alcohol in her brain surged to a voracious roar and she was plummeting toward a roiling ocean of pain and the only thing left to do was pull the ripcord on sobriety and let booze be her parachute, floating, drifting down, down, down into the glassy warm waters of oblivion. Drowning either way.

Ben lost on the Final Jeopardy! question, winning the third-place consolation of $1,000. No debts were paid, but Cass had taken a load of groceries to the single mother on the third floor, a lot of prepared foods so she didn’t have to cook, and things Cass knew the kids had never had before, like clementines and blueberries. Then she and Ben had had a few days of howling hilarity spending the rest of it.

On what?

She watched as the casket was lowered into the ground. It seemed too small, not nearly large enough to hold so much knowledge, such a commanding personality as Ben’s. The winch let out its crick-crick-crick sound, and down he went into the stony brown earth.

God, he’ll be so freaking bored down there.

But what had they spent the money on? All she could remember now was laughing and drinking fussy-sounding wine at a restaurant with real flowers on the table. Real live flowers. Red ones, or possibly purple. Wherever it was, however long it lasted, it had been a good time.

“A wicked good time,” Cass said now, loud and slurry, a half bottle of Seagram’s having thickened her tongue. Her sudden exclamation destabilized her, and she lurched sideways for a step, as if she were on the deck of a storm-battered ship.

Don’t act drunk. The silent chide came automatically, as it had for the last decade.

“Shut up,” Ben’s brother, Scott, muttered, his large face paler than usual, short hair tufting up like dead grass out of snow. His blue-gray eyes, dull and blank, slid momentarily toward the priest muttering prayers at the coffin.

Cass didn’t care. Ben was dead. What else mattered?

“He was a good man!” Her finger wobbled at Scott, voice rising above the drone of cars whizzing unsympathetically by them on Market Street. “No matter what you thought of him.”

“I’m warning you,” Scott growled.

“Warning me? About what? What can you do to me now? Hit me with your big steroid muscles? Go ahead—I’m not afraid of that.”

Scott glanced at the priest. “Thanks, Father, I think we’ll wrap it up now. It’s a nice spot.” He handed over an envelope and nodded at the two guys in coveralls leaning against a tall, pointy headstone a few rows over. Through the blur of booze and tears it looked to Cass like an amputated church steeple stuck in the grass.

A broken hunk of God.

She felt her knees go loose again, and she stumbled forward. Scott grabbed her elbow; she could feel his grip through the only black coat the thrift store had had. It was a trench coat, size eight, and it swam on her like a tarp. The cuffs were frayed but she’d trimmed the wisps of thread and sewn up a hole by the elbow, right where Scott now laid his thick fingers.

“Don’t rip it!” Her screech sounded like the caw of a crow, even to her.

“Just get in the fucking car,” he muttered, taking her other elbow now and marching her toward his SUV, black, unscratched, and as clean as if he’d driven it off the dealer’s lot and straight to the cemetery. He hoisted her into the passenger side like a sack of laundry, then slammed the door and went around to the driver’s side, hopping up effortlessly, suddenly beside her, his finger thrusting toward her.

“First of all, I am not on steroids. And second of all, if he was such a goddamned good guy, why are you and me the only ones here? Huh?”

“People don’t know he’s dead!”

Scott heaved a long, aggravated sigh. “No, Cass. He’s been low-life-ing it so long, people think he’s been dead for years.”

“Don’t you say that! They all remember when he was on Jeopardy!”

“Jeopardy!? That was six years ago! The highlight of his life. The one time he used his brains for something other than trading risky stocks and the goddamned crossword puzzles.”

Cass burst into tears again. Ben was so good at the crosswords. She’d gotten him a book of them once when she was trying to get them both off the sauce, and he’d stayed sober for two whole days till he finished them all.

Scott slumped back in his massive leather seat. “Where are you staying—same place?”

“Yeah.” She inhaled a sniffle.

He reached past her, popped open the glove box, and tossed a couple of paper napkins in her lap. “Don’t get snot on my car,” he said. “And take those with you when you go.”

She cried silently the whole way home.

Not home, she thought as they sped down Brighton Avenue. Just back. Back to one of the countless crappy places she’d crashed in over the past eleven years since she’d left her last foster home on her eighteenth birthday.

“DCF stops paying me today,” her so-called foster mother had said when Cass got home from school that day. “Your ride’s over.” And she’d handed Cass a black trash bag with all her stuff in it.

“Can I have my pillow?” Cass had asked. She’d liked that pillow, it fit her just right.

“No, I need that for the next kid,” the woman said and shut the door.

The social worker had helped her find a bedbug-ridden room and a job sweeping up old ladies’ hair at Alba’s Set and Go. But then she started dating Ben McGreavy, the smartest guy she’d ever met, older brother to her classmate Scott McGreavy, the best athlete at Brighton High. It had sure looked like a better deal than Alba’s.

Scott pulled the SUV up in front of the crooked house, one end of the porch held up by a two-by-four. They lived in an illegal studio apartment in the basement. No, she lived there. Ben now had “a nice spot” in the Market Street Cemetery. Cass started to cry a little harder, her sobs painful and hiccup-y.

“Jesus, how hammered are you?”

“Screw you, Scotty!”

“Just get out of the car.”

She had her hand on the door handle, but something stopped her. The sense of things changing, everything happening so fast. She’d lost Ben, and now Scotty would be gone, too. He wasn’t really such a bad guy. Sorta big on himself, but athletes were like that.

“Scotty . . .”

“What?” He didn’t even have the car in park, she noticed. It was in drive, and he had his foot on the brake.

“Just . . . thanks.”

“For?”

“We owe you a lot of money, and you and I both know you’re never gonna get it now.”

He shrugged. “Ben owed me. You never asked for a thing.”

“Still. Thanks. From both of us.”

Scott stared out the window, up the street toward Brighton Avenue. “You gonna be okay?”

“Yeah.” No. “You?”

He snorted a mirthless little chuckle, and it occurred to her that maybe he was glad about Ben. Nobody to bail out now. No more Ben drama. Cass knew Scotty hated the drama more than he hated handing out money.

But Scott said, “He was my brother.” And his chin trembled. He blinked a couple of times, his blue-gray eyes shiny. Then he made his face go blank again. “You need anything? Groceries?”

“No, it’s okay.”

“I’m not giving you cash.”

“I didn’t ask for any.”

He nodded. Then he looked at her. Cass realized it had been a long time since Scotty had made actual eye contact with her.

“You take care of yourself,” he told her.

“You, too.”

“If you ever want seats or anything, let me know. I’ll leave them at the ticket window for you.”

“Thanks.” He’d been signed by the Red Sox two years before and had often gotten them tickets. Sometimes they’d loved sitting in the old park and screaming themselves hoarse when he got up to bat. More often than not, though, they’d scalped the tickets and gone drinking. Cass wondered if he knew.

When he pulled away, she stood on the sidewalk and watched his SUV accelerate. His brake lights went on at the end of the street. The black coat was so big she couldn’t wrap it tightly enough to keep the damp March wind from whisking up and licking at her skin. Scraps of auburn hair lashed at her face. But it seemed important somehow to wait. It was a small vigil she held as she watched those taillights, glowing red, like votive candles. A prayer for the passing of her life with Ben.

Scott’s SUV made a right turn. He was headed toward the Mass Pike, she guessed, west to that nice house she’d heard about, somewhere in the suburbs. Or maybe east to the airport to go back to spring training. Either way, that would be that.

Cass stumbled down the buckled flagstone path, around the back, and let herself into the basement. Her buzz dying, she focused only on getting to the half bottle of Seagram’s she’d left on the table a few hours before.




Chapter II

The next time Cass saw Scott, she dropped a tray of strawberry daiquiris.

No! she thought as she watched all that liquor curl through the air with the beauty of an ocean wave. Stop! she wanted to scream. Come back! For a split second she felt as if she were surfing on that wave of rum-laced bliss, in the moment before being crushed beneath its power.

“Goddamn it, Cass.” The manager crouched beside her, hissing into her ear like a fat little goblin as she knelt to corral the sticky shards. “These are expensive goddamn glasses, and I told you, one more drop and—”

“I know, I’ll pay for it. Just don’t—”

A shadow moved over them, and she almost yelled at the moron who was suddenly standing in her light, keeping her from cleaning up yet another mess.

“I’ll take care of it.” Scott’s low voice placated the angry little man. “It’s on me.”

“Oh, no, Mr. McGreavy,” the goblin simpered as he staggered up onto his feet, snapping his grimace into a smarmy grin. “We’re just happy to have you and your friends—”

“It’s Rogie’s fault.” Cass could hear the fake smile in Scotty’s voice as she piled broken glass onto her tray. “Girls see him, and things get dropped. Happens all the time.” He pulled out some bills. “That’s why he keeps me around, to bat cleanup.”

The goblin roared with laughter at this little play on words. “You’re a prince, Mr. McGreavy!” he said loudly, calling attention to his thirty-second friendship with someone moderately famous. “A prince among men!”

It worked. The whole room clapped. Cass knew it would be talked about for weeks by the hardworking patrons and the sad sacks alike. For some it would be the most memorable thing that happened all year. A few would even claim to know Scott from his childhood here in Brighton. But they didn’t, not really.

Scott shifted, his shadow moved, and one last shard came into view. She reached for it, but the goblin pulled at her arm to stand up. “Thank him, for chrissake,” he muttered at her.

She stood and faced Scott. “Thanks,” she said. And he was looking at her again, like he had in the car after Ben’s funeral. He tipped his chin at her. You okay? his chin asked.

She gave the tiniest of shrugs. People were still watching and she had to keep her job. She always tried to keep her jobs, but now she really had to. So she went up on tiptoes and gave him a little peck on the cheek, playing the grateful damsel, the adoring fan. As expected, the crowd hooted and cheered.

“Go for it, Cassie!” called one of the regulars, and everyone laughed at the absurdity of Cass Macklin, a merely adequate waitress in a fairly run-down bar, kissing Scott McGreavy, a midlevel player on a world-class baseball team. Of course, they didn’t know he would’ve flunked out of high school if his older brother hadn’t written his papers for him. Cass and Scott had walked across the same stage to get their diplomas, one right after the other in alphabetical order. But Cass had written her own papers to get there.

“Isn’t that sweet! Would you like her to be your waitress?” The goblin would’ve happily pimped out his granny for big-spending customers.

“Uh . . .” Scotty’s face went blank like it did when he was trying not to react to bad news. Cass had seen it many times, usually from the vantage point of being the bearer of that news. “Sure.”

She followed him back to the table, mentally prepping herself. Tips, tips, tips, she chanted silently. God, she needed the money.

Scott did not introduce her to his friends or even acknowledge that he knew her. His eyes darted around like everything else in the room required his scrutiny.

He’s ashamed of me.

It shouldn’t have surprised her, and yet it did. In her current state she was seeing all kinds of things more clearly.

Tips, tips, tips, she reminded herself as the sting of his disregard slowly faded. Big smile, hand to chest. “Oh my God, Nick Rogatelli! I didn’t know if you were going to make it out alive, but you pulled it off. And Kep Miller! Wow, tonight’s my lucky night.” Cass did enjoy baseball and, like most true Bostonians, rooted devotedly for the Red Sox, at least till the end of the season, when that devotion might turn to disgust.

Rogatelli grinned back, milk chocolate eyes radiating sly charm. “Thanks to Scotty, here, for paying off your boss. He doesn’t usually go all gallant like that.” He slapped Scott’s chest a couple of times.

Cass said, “Oh, I’m sure he’s dropped some change in a few tin cups.”

“Scotty?” Miller laughed. “I seriously doubt it. Dropped his pants, maybe . . .” Rogatelli burst out with a snorting guffaw and high-fived Miller.

Scott turned red and muttered, “Couple of assholes . . . never shoulda brought you here.”

Cass took their drink order and left them to their teasing and trash talking. When she returned with three pints of beer, she was relieved to find no one at the table. Rogie and Miller were prowling the bar, signing autographs and chatting up a couple of women sporting the exact same overdone boob job. Standing together, their cleavage looked like twin glacial crevasses.

She lowered the pints carefully to the table, willing her hands not to shake. They jittered like windup toys these days. Scott came up beside her just as the last one nearly crash-landed. He raised his eyebrows at her but she ignored it.

“So you’re slumming it?” she said. “Or is this a trip down memory lane?”

“Rogie likes the neighborhood pubs.”

“He’ll get more attention here than at the Ritz Bar, that’s for sure.”

He narrowed his eyes. “How’d you get this job? Pretty sure you don’t have any references you can use. You know the manager?”

“No, but I flirted with him a little, and he gave me a chance.”

Scotty hooked his fingers into little quotation marks. “‘Flirted’?”

“Screw you.”

“Hey, it’s a fair question.”

“I never did anything like that, and you know it.” She flipped a couple of napkins onto the table and walked away.

The bar got crowded fast, as people called their friends to tell them Rogie Rogatelli, star Red Sox relief pitcher, was in the building. He and Kep Miller drank and danced and laughed. Scott mostly stayed at the table talking sports with a couple of obsessed fans.

What was it like to have baseball be your drug of choice? Cass wondered. It had to be a hell of a lot easier than her own.

“. . . then he Bucknered!” sneered one of the fans.

“Hey,” Scotty said, low and flat, the way he sounded just before he got really mad. “Don’t you ever use his name like that. Billy Buckner was a great player, and all you assholes seem to remember is that one stupid play . . .”

The two acolytes nodded penitently as if they’d just heard the word of God from a really well-built Moses.

Everyone was happy. Tips were plentiful. Cass struggled to keep her tray steady as she wended her way through the press of bodies, and the smell of a hundred drinks flooded the terrain of her thoughts. But she kept driving her mind back to the growing wad of cash in her apron pocket and smiled as if she were having just as good a time as everyone else.

Occasionally she saw Scott watching her, which was infuriating. Going unnoticed was her preferred mode of travel—so much safer than attracting attention. His surveillance unnerved her, and she needed every last nerve to keep her eye on the prize. She made a what-the-hell-are-you-looking-at? face at him, and he turned away.

When it was past midnight and the working crowd had gone home, Scott came up to the bar and stood next to Cass while she waited for an order to be filled.

“What’s with the shaking?” he murmured, eyes locked onto a commercial for discount mattresses on the bar TV. “You quit again?”

She was tempted to tell him to mind his own business, they weren’t friends, they weren’t even semirelated anymore. And he was ashamed of her, for godsake! But it was late and she was tired—so unbelievably tired—and that was a bigger speech than she had energy for.

“Yeah,” she said, because what the hell, he already knew.

“How’s it going?”

“It’s rough.” She took the drinks the bartender passed her and went to serve them.

He was still standing there when she came back for her next order.

“Why’d you quit?” he said and threw a couple of pretzels in his mouth.

Why? How little did he think of her that she had to have a special reason to stop doing something so utterly destructive that it had killed the only person on the planet who loved her?

“Because it’s, um . . . bad for you?”

“Not buying it.”

“Don’t care.” She walked away without collecting her drinks.

As the place thinned out, Cass had more time to stew on Scott’s nosiness. Honestly, why would he bother? She figured it must be some weird residue from Ben’s death. She remembered how Scotty’s chin had trembled. They were brothers, and she knew there had been a bond between them once. Ben had told her about how they would do stuff together when they were younger . . . shoplift from the penny-candy store . . . play baseball in the vacant lot behind the gas station down the street . . . find new places to hide from their father . . .

He misses Ben, she decided. How strange is that? There was a word for it on the edge of her mind, a word Ben liked to use . . . Ironic.

As she cleared smeary glasses and pocketed tips, something occurred to her, just a thought, but over the course of the next half hour it wrapped around her like some sort of fast-growing vine. And then she couldn’t not do it. It would be wrong—a bigger wrong than the vast variety of wrongs she was used to—not to say anything. Because Ben had loved him even when Scott had said No, I won’t help you, not this time and I wish to hell you weren’t my brother. That last one had hit Ben so hard, but he’d never spoken badly of Scotty, even after that.

Ben would want him to know, she realized. And that settled it.

When Scott headed down the hallway to the men’s room, she waited for him. It was quieter back there, the music not quite so loud, the laughter not quite so invasive.

He came out adjusting his belt. When he saw her, he stopped short. “What,” he said.

Cass took a breath and held it for a second. She hadn’t told anyone yet. Maybe hadn’t even completely accepted it herself, because words were powerful and she was hesitant now to release them into the realness of the world. She let out her breath.

“I’m pregnant.”




Chapter III

The disgust on his face was worse than a full-windup backhand. “Didn’t take you long.”

Which didn’t even make sense at first. Take her long for what?

“My brother’s been gone a month and you’ve already dropped your panties for some other guy? Nice work, Cass. You’re a class act.”

Her empty tray clattered to the floor as she grabbed fistfuls of his shirt. “It’s his, you idiot.” She was up in his face, so close she could’ve bitten him. “You stupid, spoiled asshole. Ben’s baby.”

She shoved him away from her, surprised that even at her size and on tiptoes, she had the momentum to send him staggering back a step. Her fist itched to hit him, but a strangely insistent urge sent her past him and out the back door into the alley by the dumpster. She stood there in her flimsy uniform, steam snorting out of her nose like a dragon in the cold night air. The stench of a week’s worth of garbage filled her lungs, and she heaved the contents of her stomach off the end of the loading dock. She’d been nauseated for weeks, but this was the first time she’d actually thrown up, the dumpster and her own rage joining forces to overwhelm her.

When it was over, she pulled a couple of cocktail napkins out of her apron and wiped her mouth, and all she could think was how strange her own vomit tasted. She was perfectly familiar with its usual flavor. This seemed like it belonged to someone else.

Oh, right, she realized. There’s no booze in it.

After another minute or two her heart stopped pounding quite so hard and she was getting cold. She opened the door and went back in. The hallway was empty. In fact, when she came into the main room of the bar, Scott was nowhere to be seen.

Rogie came up beside her. “He left with someone else.”

“Oh,” she said, not sure of how to respond. Rogie seemed to think she’d be disappointed.

“I saw you two chatting it up. I was sure he’d hang out till closing and take you home.”

Boy, did you guess wrong, she thought.

“Better luck next time.” Rogie laughed languidly. One of the women he’d been flirting with came over, and he put an arm around her as the two of them left.

The goblin, giddy about the night’s stellar take, offered Cass some extra shifts and a ride home. “Or you could come to my apartment . . .”

In the interest of future tips, she smiled and said, “It’s been such a busy night, I’m just too tired.” But she did let him drive her “home” to a random house a couple of blocks away from her illegal room in the crooked house.

* * *

THE next morning Cass woke to the sound of knuckles rapping on glass. A hulking shape cast a blurry silhouette against the curtains in the cellar door window. Who in holy hell could it be? No one she knew got up this early. Unless of course they’d never gone to sleep at all, in which case they were either still wasted or jonesing for more. Either way, not good.

More rapping. “Cass, it’s me.”

She sighed, wrapped the blanket over her threadbare pajamas, and let him in. Scott’s face was puffy, eyes bloodshot. Rough night, she thought. Not like he didn’t deserve it after what he’d said. She went back to the twin bed and sat down cross-legged with the blanket around her. She pulled out a sleeve of saltines from the box on the floor.

There was a rickety chair she’d scrounged from someone’s sidewalk trash and Scott sat down in it. “You gonna offer me any?”

“Why? Are you pregnant?” She popped a cracker into her mouth and crunched hard.

He shifted in the seat and it tipped onto the shorter leg, creaking under his weight. He was bigger than ever, muscles like ham shanks in his shirtsleeves. She’d heard steroids could make you sterile. Probably just as well, she thought. He’s so spoiled, he’d make a terrible father.

He looked around, revulsion obvious in the twitch of his lip and the way he kept his limbs tucked close to him. As if shabbiness were contagious.

“So,” she said. “Social call?”

“I was thinking . . . you know, about last night. I just wanted to offer to pay for it if you wanted to get it . . . taken care of.”

“An abortion.”

“Yeah. I don’t know how much those things go for, but it’s gotta be upwards of a couple hundred bucks, and I would spot you for that.”

Spot her for an abortion. Like he was covering the cost of a hamburger or a bus ride.

Be nice, she told herself. He means well. And she knew he did.

“Thanks,” she said. “But I’m going to try and make a go of it.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because it’s Ben’s baby, and I want it. Why’s that so hard to understand?”

“Um, let’s see.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his thighs. “Maybe because you’re a drunk who can’t hold down a job for more than a month? Or because you don’t even know any kids, much less how to take care of one? And did I mention the drunk part?”

“I told you I quit—”

“Cass, for chrissake! How many times did you say you’d quit? Or cut down? Or do it only on the weekends? Huh? Like a million?” He stood up and raked his fingers through his hair. It had been blond when they were in high school, but now it was the color of wheat toast. “Jesus,” he said. “This is the worst idea you ever had.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, asshole, but if I recall correctly—and I do because I’m sober and have been since the day I found out—you have exactly zero say in this decision.”

“Well, shit, that’s great and all, and I wish you well, but how long’s it been? A couple weeks? Can you keep it up for eighteen years? Because that’s what it takes, Cass. Eighteen years without a sip is a fucking long time for someone who’s as much of a lush as you.”

She flew at him then, the blanket falling away, but he caught her wrists before she could hit him, and twisted her around so she couldn’t knee him in the nuts, which had been her next plan. She stomped on his foot, and he grunted in pain, but then he simply lifted her off the ground so she couldn’t do it again.

“GET OUT!” she screamed. “Just leave me ALONE!”

He dropped her onto the bed, and her pajama top came up, revealing the soft belly in her otherwise too-thin frame. He stared at it, then his eyes rose to hers. “Don’t do it.” The words came out threatening and harsh, but she could hear a plea in it, too. “Don’t do to this kid what our parents did to us.”

He turned and walked out the door. In a second she was up and running after him.

“My mother was a good mother!” she screamed down the broken flagstone path at his back. “She was GOOD!”

He rounded the corner at the front of the house, and in another moment she heard a car door slam and an engine roar. The monstrous black SUV rocketed into traffic and was gone.

The flagstones were like ice beneath her bare feet, and she ran back inside and sank onto her bed, furious, crying, exhausted. And missing her mother, even after all these years.




Chapter IV

That night, business was slow, even for a Monday. Patrons seemed to know that the bar couldn’t possibly be hit twice by the lightning strike of fame. There would be no second coming.

Cass watched the game on the bar TV as she waited for orders. The Sox were playing the Baltimore Orioles and it was not going well, especially for Scott McGreavy, who whiffed every time he got up to bat. When the camera came in close, Cass could see the look on his face, that blank, bad-news face, like the pitcher had just told him his dog died. Not that he had a dog.

She remembered him saying once, Dogs—I don’t get the appeal. Why would I go out and purchase the opportunity to pick up shit? I don’t even want to deal with my own shit.

Cass didn’t like slow nights. More time to think about all that liquor just inches away. She reminded herself that she had another human being inside her, for whom alcohol was poison. This single fact had helped her get over the hump of that first achingly painful week. Are you going to poison Ben’s baby? she would chastise herself. Might as well feed it Drano.

Drano, Drano, Drano, she would chant silently. But it wasn’t working as well as it had the first time she thought of it. She tried switching to Lysol, but it didn’t sound as bad as Drano, and she wondered if drinking Lysol really would kill you, or just make you puke a lot.

It was right before closing, and she was working really hard not to imagine what size purse she’d need to hide a bottle of that beautiful Grey Goose vodka, when Scott came in.

There were only a few patrons left, four or five older guys at the bar and two middle-aged women in a booth. One was crying and the other was stabbing her finger at the table and making strong arguments for something. Occasionally Cass could hear phrases like “. . . because they suck!” or “his loss!” The word lesbians came up, and this made the crier laugh through her tears.

The goblin was at Scott’s side as fast as his squat legs could carry him, but his gaze flicked several times to the door. In fact, Cass noticed that everyone glanced at the door.

“On your own tonight, Mr. McGreavy?”

They’re looking for Rogie.

“Yeah.” Scott glanced at Cass, then away. “Glenlivet, straight up,” he told the bartender. “Mind if I take this table over here?” The one farthest away from every other human being.

Cass got his scotch, and in the ten or twelve steps between the bar and his table, she seriously considered downing it. He wouldn’t rat her out. He disliked her, but he was no snitch.

If you drink this, he’ll be right about you. It was the only thing that kept the glass on the tray. “Twelve dollars,” she told him as she put it on the table. He pulled out a twenty and when she went to make change from her tips, he waved her off. She wasn’t too proud to keep it.

“When do you get off?” he asked her.

She tipped her head toward the goblin and murmured, “Depends on who he thinks he’s got a better chance with, me or Crystal.”

Scott glanced at the other waitress, an ungainly, snaggletoothed girl leaning against the wall and picking a fleck of mustard off her apron. “Who’s he have a better chance with?”

“Not me, asshole.”

He downed the scotch and motioned to the goblin. “Looking pretty slow. Mind if I give her a ride home?” he said, indicating Cass.

“Of course not! No problem at all!” The goblin leered approvingly at her.

If I start drinking again and decide to kill myself, thought Cass, I am definitely going to take him down first.

She got the awful black funeral coat and buttoned it up. Though it was April, it was still weirdly cold, as if after a taste of spring, the seasons had decided to go backward. Scott was quiet on the ride home, and Cass counted her tips. He pulled into a spot in front of her house and put the car in park. “How’d you do?”

“Not as good as last night. How about getting Rogie to come in after every game?”

He chuckled. “Rogie does what he wants. And if Guttierez’s back magically gets better, they’ll send me down to Triple A as fast as I came up.” He shook his head. “If I have another night like tonight, they might prefer him, body brace and all.”

She had a moment of sympathy for him then. He’d clearly gotten all the stress genes in the family. And she knew he’d worked hard, obsessively even, to get as far as he had. She admired that about him. “Tomorrow’ll be better,” she said.

“Damn straight it will,” he muttered. “Look, that’s why I came here. You’ve got me all screwed up with this baby thing.”

And there went her sympathy right out the SUV window. “If you think I’m having an abortion so you can play better baseball, then you can go—”

“All right, all right! But, Jesus, Cass. How the hell are you planning to stay on the wagon? You know what fetal alcohol poisoning is? Because I looked it up, and it sucks.”

“I know, okay. Don’t you think I know?”

“So are you doing AA or something?”

“No.”

“Why in the hell not?”

“Because it’s for a bunch of God-fearing idiots, all about higher power and handing it over. To what? Something out there that doesn’t exist? Oh, yeah. That’ll work.”

He studied her. “That’s Ben talking.”

“Yeah, and he knew a thing or two.”

Scott crossed his arms. “Look, I know how smart he was—no one knows better than me. He was a fucking genius. But that didn’t make him right about everything. Christ, if he’d been that brilliant, he’d be living it up instead of dead from a completely preventable thing. If he was so smart, how come he died from stupidity?”

Cass wanted to defend Ben, and several retorts came to mind. Ben didn’t die from stupidity. He died from a disease. But it was one in the morning, and every cell in her body ached for sleep. And Scotty was maybe, just a little bit . . . right. Which really pissed her off.

“Okay,” said Scott. “What if I got you into one of those programs where you stay for a month and get really dried out? I’ll pay for the whole thing.”

Angry and exhausted, Cass said, “Why the hell do you care so much? This is not your kid! You have no responsibility here, which is just the way you like it.”

The look on his face was strangely desperate. “Exactly! And if you screw this kid up, he’ll come to me, won’t he? I’ll be doing for him what I did for Ben—cleaning up the messes.” He slammed his fist against the steering wheel. “Goddamn it, Cass! You’re condemning us all!”

Cass got out of the car. She couldn’t listen anymore.

* * *

THREE days later, she was clearing a table at work. Someone had taken one, maybe two sips of the most gorgeous tequila sunrise. And then they’d walked away as if it meant nothing. How did it feel not to be hopelessly in love with booze? Cass couldn’t even remember.

It was so beautiful, almost perfect. She could imagine that it had been a mistake—the customer hadn’t ordered the tequila sunrise. It had really been meant for her. Drinking it would right a wrong. And then her lips were on the glass, and she was swallowing beauty.

No one saw her. But she told the goblin she was sick, needed to go home.

She didn’t go home. She snuck into the back office and used the phone to call Scott.




Chapter V

The team doctor gave Scott a list of places. It took a week to find an open spot. Cass called the goblin and said she had mono. She stayed in her room in the basement and Scott came by every couple of days with groceries, always surprised to find her sober. One time he brought books, which caught her off guard. Scott got defensive. “You like books, remember?”

“How do you know that?”

“English class, senior year. You even liked that Jane Ear. Christ, that was painful.”

It was all she could do not to correct him on the title, Jane Eyre, but she did laugh about it after he left. Books. She’d forgotten about that. The ones he brought were mostly paperbacks with high-heeled shoes and shopping bags on the covers. But there was one called GPS Set to Joy: How to Reprogram Your Life to Locate Happiness. She didn’t read it, but she had to hand it to the author. Way to cash in on people’s joylessness.

Cass decided to move out of the dingy apartment when she went to rehab; without work she couldn’t afford the rent, pittance though it was. She stuffed her things into a sports duffel Scott had loaned her. Anything that didn’t fit in the bag got left behind. Almost everything fit in the bag.

Scott insisted on driving her to the Justin Prescott Center himself. Apparently it was named for a rich kid who didn’t make it, and his parents gave the place a load of money anyway.

“I can take a bus,” she said.

“I’ll play a lot better if I actually see you walk in and know for certain I’m off duty for the next four weeks.”

You’re not ON duty, she wanted to say. I never asked you to be! But then she remembered she’d been the one to call him. He could have told her to jump in a lake, but instead he’d come in for the save. She kept her mouth shut and focused on the landscape streaming by. Trees and hills and more trees. Connecticut. She’d never seen a place so unpeopled.

The car was becoming uncomfortably quiet. In the early years of her relationship with Ben, they’d hung out with Scotty quite a bit, laughing and shooting the breeze without a second thought. That time was clearly past.

Maybe Scott felt the weight of the silence between them, too, because he tapped the button for the radio just as a new song came on.

Cass recognized the opening chords right away. Soulful and uplifting somehow in its sadness, it was Joni Mitchell’s “A Case of You.” Blue had been one of her mother’s favorite CDs, and she’d played it till the scratches became an insult to the great Goddess Joni. Then she’d gone right out and bought another one, even though they couldn’t afford it.

“I could drink a case of you, darling, and I would still be on my feet . . .”

Maybe not the most appropriate soundtrack for a trip to rehab, though, thought Cass.

Scott must have come to the same conclusion, because he thumped the power button and the car went silent again. But Cass could still hear it in her head and imagine her mom singing along and swaying to the tempo in their tiny apartment all those years ago.

* * *

AT first Cass actually liked rehab. It was the best hotel she’d ever stayed at. She figured the place was pretty high-end if so many professional athletes went there. At six foot eight, the point guard was easy to recognize. The right fielder and tight end took an extra minute or two. Without their uniforms, and with the worn-out, zombielike quality that was pretty common in the place, you had to squint a little to remember what they looked like on TV.

Cass’s room was clean and sunny. The bed was comfortable. People complained about the food, but Cass ate more than she had in years. She liked the woods outside her window, and the smell of budding things. She imagined that maybe it was like going to camp, except that the campers here were really screwed up, and there were no swim lessons.

But what she liked best about rehab was feeling safe. Even safer than she’d felt with Ben, because she had to admit, Ben was not into safety. Not even a little.

Memory is a stained and threadbare thing for a ten-year alcoholic, but she could never quite obliterate her awareness of the constant danger that had snaked through their lives. They had narrowly escaped countless dicey situations. Occasionally Ben had been beaten, she’d been groped and slapped, and they’d had their belongings and what little money they had stolen. Only six months ago they’d been sitting on a park bench on the Boston Common early one morning, shaky and hurting, working on a plan to score some breakfast booze, and a homeless guy had come at them with a broken golf club. My bench! he’d hissed, the stench of human rot spewing at them. My bench! The jagged end of the club had hit Ben’s cheek. The apostrophe-shaped scar was a constant reminder of the precariousness of their existence.

Freedom means risk, Ben would say. What Cass had only recently figured out was that for him it wasn’t a trade-off. It was win-win. He’d loved freedom and risk in equal measure, which upped the danger in their lives from merely moderate to precipitously high.

Here at the Prescott Center, Cass felt safer than she had since her mother died. After that she’d endured a series of foster parents and group home staff who ran the gamut from well-intentioned but overworked to bad-tempered and degenerate. She’d been thirteen then and she was twenty-nine now. Sixteen years of never knowing who was coming for you—or worse, knowing exactly who was coming for you. Who wouldn’t drink?

What Cass did not like about rehab was therapy and groups and all the higher power stuff. Her reaction was—Ben’s word again—ironic. It was supposed to help, but it only made her want to drink in the worst way. All these strangers talking about their feelings, like it was a good thing. It was not a good thing. Might as well dance naked through a minefield.

She was distracted from her intense aversion to therapeutic intervention, however, by her loathing for her roommate, Laurel.

Cass had been sitting on her bed, sucking on a lollipop and reading one of the paperbacks Scott had gotten her. It was about a clothing designer with a shoe-buying compulsion, a high-society boyfriend, and a cat named Manolo. This shit is hilarious, thought Cass. It was like reading about the kooky shenanigans of aliens.

The door to her room flew open and banged against the wall. Framed in the doorway like some sort of refugee from a fashion runway stood a woman wearing high leather boots, black leggings, and an impossibly soft gray sweater that swept to her thighs. Her manicured fingers gripped the handle of a monogrammed suitcase. Mahogany hair dangled into her eyes and foundered around her sharp shoulders. Mascara puddled in the hollows beneath her lower lashes.

Cass was wearing clothes she’d lifted from a Goodwill box: peach-colored jeans and a green T-shirt that said BOY SCOUTS, LIVING THE ADVENTURE.

“Hi, I’m Cass.”

The woman stared at her for a beat and said, “Laurel.”

“Do people call you Laurie?”

“No,” said Laurel. “They do not.” She let her suitcase bang to the floor, turned, and left.

Cass caught a whiff of alcohol in her wake. It was pretty common. Some folks showed up completely wasted, having swallowed every substance they could get their hands on in the hours before they stared into the abyss of sobriety. Cass was glad she’d gotten over the worst of the withdrawal symptoms before coming to the Prescott Center. She could enjoy it that much more.

* * *

IN the following days, Cass watched Laurel throw tantrums over not having a private room, at having to use Prescott toiletries (no outside containers allowed), the cleanliness of the TV room, and the lack of nutritional information for the food. She’d even thrown a piece of cornbread on the floor and hissed, “This is horrid.”

Cass had taken a bite of her own cornbread and thought, Tastes pretty damn good to me.

The one place Laurel was silent was in group. Cass was also fairly closemouthed, and it was nice to have someone else for the group to peck at to open up. In private sessions, Cass would say a little more. The guy was a professional—she figured he was paid to keep his mouth shut. But when she tried to explain that it was dangerous for people to know your business, not to mention your weaknesses, he said she had “trust issues.”

Um, yeah, she thought. Why doesn’t everyone?

One day, the group lady got down to business with Laurel. “You have four kids, right?” she said, glancing at a piece of paper in her hand. The other group members eyed one another.

“Don’t talk about my kids,” Laurel warned.

“That must be a lot of work. Does that stress you out, Laurel?”

“No, it does not stress me out,” Laurel snapped back.

Group lady looked down at the paper. “Your husband is an executive who travels extensively. That must be kind of lonely.”

Laurel rubbed at the white spots where her rings used to be. No jewelry allowed at Prescott. “No, it is not lonely,” she retorted. “He calls several times a day from wherever he is. In fact this is the only time in our entire marriage that we’ve spoken so infrequently.”

You’d need a locksmith and a stick of dynamite to get her to open up, thought Cass. It was the only thing she remotely liked about Laurel.

That afternoon, Cass went for a walk in the woods. The grounds were surrounded by a high fence so there was no worry of getting the urge to head toward civilization and liquor stores. You could urge all you wanted, you just couldn’t do anything about it. She heard something, a birdcall, she thought. Cass didn’t know the first thing about what birds sounded like in the wild, having spent her whole life in a city. It was a huh-huh-huh sound, then silence. It repeated over and over.

Cass came over the rise of a hill and saw Laurel crouched behind a big rock, arms wrapped around her shins, crying, huh-huh-huh; the silence was an intake of breath. When leaves crunched under Cass’s feet, Laurel glanced up, then buried her head farther into her knees, her arm slashing out, waving Cass away. Cass went back to the Prescott Center.

The next day was Visitors’ Day. No one came for either one of them.

* * *

ON Monday, group lady said, “So, Cass. You’re pregnant.”

Shit, here we go.

“How far along are you?”

“A couple of months, I think.”

“You think?” said Laurel suddenly. “You don’t know?”

“I can’t afford a doctor.”

“You’re at the Justin Prescott Center! How in the world did you get in here if you can’t afford a doctor?”

“A friend helped me out.” Cass glanced around the room. All eyes on her, like ghouls from a nightmare.

Laurel continued her barrage. “A friend who spent thousands of dollars on rehab and didn’t even send you for a pregnancy checkup? That’s utterly ridiculous.”

“Okay, that’s enough, now,” said group lady.

Laurel ignored her. “Not to mention there are free clinics and government programs. How could you be so irresponsible?”

Cass stood up. “I’m sorry if I spent too much time trying not to poison my baby with alcohol to go score some pregnancy vitamins. At least I’m quitting now, before he’s born. By the way,” she said, “how screwed up are your kids?”

* * *

CASS went out to a little pond on the grounds and threw every stone, stick, and hunk of moss she could find into the water. “Oh, I’m irresponsible,” she muttered. “Well, I’m not the one who left four kids crying for their mama so I could go dry out for a month . . .”

What she wouldn’t have done for a bottle of something. She couldn’t make herself stop scanning the area, hoping maybe someone had a stash out here. Under this rock? No? Then into the water you go, you useless hunk of mineral, and she’d hurl it into the pond.

She had to admit she wasn’t just angry at Laurel; she was also mad at herself for taking a potshot at Laurel’s kids. It wasn’t their fault—Cass knew that all too well. And Laurel had a point about not finding a clinic. It had occurred to Cass, but she was afraid the doctor would somehow know she was a drunk and . . . she didn’t know what could happen. But what people didn’t know, they couldn’t use against you. She’d learned that from Ben.

Ben, who was now resting peacefully in the Market Street Cemetery. She missed him so much, and yet she was mad at him, too. Look at this mess! she wanted to tell him. What am I going to do now? How am I going to keep this up for eighteen years? Maybe Scotty was right.

By the time she came back it was dinnertime, and her stomach gurgled for food. Hungry little person, she told the baby. You must have your uncle’s appetite.

She got her tray and sat down at an empty table but was soon joined by a guy from the therapy group, Tate Hogarth. Cass had recognized him right away. He’d been with half the major-league ball clubs in the country, and now played third base for the New York Yankees.

“Mind if I join you?” His travels had sanded the edges off his southern accent, but it was still softly noticeable.

“Not at all.”

“Man, you took her down a peg,” he said, chuckling conspiratorially. “It was all I could do to keep from applauding.”

Cass frowned. “She’s a piece of work, but I shouldn’t have gone after her kids.”

“In my experience—which is extensive,” said Tate, “there’s different kinds of drunks. We all hate ourselves for drinking. But she’s the kind that also happens to think she’s smarter than everyone else. They tend to be a mite intractable.”

“My boyfriend was like that.” As soon as it was out of her mouth, she couldn’t believe it. Cass hadn’t said a word about Ben since she’d been at Prescott, except briefly in private therapy.

“Is he your baby’s daddy?”

“Yeah. Was. He died a couple of months ago.”

Tate shook his head. “Sometimes life is just too cruel. How’d he go?”

“Alcohol poisoning.”

His smile was knowing and sad. “Cassie-girl, you got your work cut out for you.”

* * *

WHEN Cass went up to her room after dinner, Laurel had moved out. Cass didn’t know if she’d left the program entirely, or simply transferred to another unit. She was glad for the peace and quiet, but a little part of her worried that she had pushed Laurel over the edge.

The next morning, the therapist told her, “It’s almost the end of week three, Cass. Who would you like to invite here to talk with you about your sobriety?”

“I don’t have anyone.” The guy knew she was a foster kid, that her friends were partiers, and that Ben was dead. Why was he asking?

“You make phone calls occasionally. Who do you call?”

“My friend Kate. But half the time she’s bombed.”

“Is this a close friend?”

“Sort of, I guess.” Several years ago Kate had dated a buddy of Ben’s, and they’d had some wild times together. Then the guy went to jail for cashing stolen checks, and Kate had nowhere to go. Cass had taken her in. She had sporadic work as a dog groomer, depending on how hungover she was when she woke up.

“Will you be able to continue this friendship and still stay sober?”

Cass thought about it. “Not likely.”

“I see. What about Mr. McGreavy? I understand he paid for your stay here.”

“He’s got a series in Seattle next week. But even if he didn’t, he wouldn’t come. We’re not really friends. He’s the baby’s uncle and he wanted to get me off on the right foot with the pregnancy, and all. But honestly, I can’t ask him for one more thing.”

The therapist furrowed his brow. “Cass, you’ve done very well here, but if you have no support when you leave, I’m worried you’ll be right back where you started.”

That night she called Kate, who happened to be only a drink or two in, and explained about the visit. “Do you think you could make it?”

“I can’t afford the bus ticket—I’m barely scraping the rent together as it is.”

“Shit,” said Cass. “I’m supposed to get someone to come and be . . .”

“Be what?”

“I don’t know. Like supportive.”

“Of not drinking?”

Cass sighed. “Yeah.”

Kate chuckled. “Um, do they have to do it with a straight face?”

Cass laughed. “Shut up, this is serious! I’m in fucking rehab!”

“I know, I know!” Kate said, still giggling. “It’s just—”

It’s just there’s no one, thought Cass, and it brought her up short. This was not funny. And it was going to be really not funny when she got out.

Where would she go? How would she live? Clearly working in a bar was a bad idea, but the tips weren’t nearly as good at places that didn’t serve liquor. She had no real skills, no home, no money, no sober friends. All she had was an addiction that ran her every waking moment.

* * *

CASS and Tate started hanging out a little bit, taking walks and watching TV at night together in the common room. Tate was a fan of Extreme Couponing. He admired the organization and determination it involved. “My mama’s like that. Sixty-two years old and never paid full price for a single thing in her life.”

Cass was more fascinated by the quantities. What would anyone actually do with twenty-two bottles of laundry detergent, once the cameras stopped rolling?

“So,” Tate said one night after the show was over, and they were still sitting there on the couch. “Looking forward to busting out of here?”

She looked at him, uncertain how to answer. He just smiled that slow, sad smile of his and said, “Me neither.”

“How come?”

“Oh, you know. This is hard and all, but at least you’re surrounded by people who get it, who won’t say, ‘Ah, come on, just a coupla beers—you’ll be fine.’”

The ever-present ache of fear swelled in Cass’s chest. She found herself telling him how she had nothing to go back to, and she couldn’t ask the baby’s uncle for one more favor.

“Whoever he is, you being sober must’ve meant something to him, or he wouldn’t have sent you down here at considerable personal expense. He’s got an investment in you now. Call him and see what you can work out. Think about what you can offer, and see if he’ll make a deal. Heck, offer him a discount!” He smiled at her. “Everybody likes a bargain, Cass.”

* * *

CASS kept up on Scott’s series in Seattle. He played reasonably well, got some base hits, and in the last game, reached into the stands to catch a foul in the ninth for the win. She called the next morning.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded.

“Nothing.”

“You okay? Still playing by the rules?”

“Totally. Nice game, by the way. That was a great catch.”

“Oh . . . thanks.” He exhaled. “I almost didn’t even go for it. It was over the stands and then the wind blew it in. Had to run like hell.” They chatted about how lucky it was, and how all the guys thumped him black and blue when he got back to the dugout.

“So,” he said. “How do you feel?”

“Squeaky clean. And hungry all the time. And a little bit . . . worried.” She told him she didn’t think she could go back to her friends in Brighton, couldn’t trust herself to work in a bar.

“Where’s this going, Cass?”

“What if I stayed with you?”

“Jesus!”

“I could clean your house, do your shopping, run any errand you want—for free! Just give me a place to stay where I can figure out what to do next. I’m offering you a bargain, Scotty. Please. Just give me a month.”




Chapter VI

Scott did not drive to Prescott to get her. He met her at the bus station in Framingham. After scanning her for signs of slippage, he turned and let her carry her own bag to the car. Actually it wasn’t even hers. It was the sports duffel he’d loaned her.

He lived in Wortherton on a leafy side street called Chickadee Circle. Cass had seen cul-de-sacs on TV, but she’d never seen one in real life. It had two houses at the end, and a basketball hoop on the edge of the circle of asphalt. Scott drove down the driveway to the right, as the garage door magically opened.

“Is that hoop private property or can anyone use it?” she asked. She had liked playing basketball in high school, though she’d never been on a team. She and Ben would shoot around sometimes, and it was one of the few things she’d been better at than him.

In fact, that’s how they’d met. She’d been walking home from her sweeping job at Alba’s Set and Go, past some guys playing a pickup game at one of the municipal courts. It was three on two. In a fit of . . . to this day, she didn’t even know what—desperation for contact? a few bright moments in a gray-as-old-ladies’-hair existence?—she had called out, “Need another?”

The guys looked stupidly at one another as if she were speaking Latin.

“Nah,” a chunky one had replied, at the very same time a tall, wiry one said, “How tall are you?”

Five foot four. That answer was not going to fly. “Tall enough to take you.”

His grin—admiration for her cocky response laced with a touch of blooming desire—she would never forget it. He took her on his team, and when he missed an easy shot, he glanced at her with a look of apology and even shame at his own shortcoming. Ben was almost never ashamed, she would come to see, and that would turn out to be both a blessing and a curse.

“It’s not your fault,” she told him. “It’s your hair. Keeps falling in your eyes.”

“Who’s got a knife?” he said, and all the other guys reached into their pockets.

“I’ve got scissors.” She had filched a discarded pair out of the trash at Alba’s. She cut his bangs, they won the game, and they fell hard for each other right then and there.

Scott broke her reverie. “You’re not here to play basketball.”

No, she certainly wasn’t.

The house was a large center-entrance colonial, pale gray with black shutters, tidily kept but otherwise nondescript. They went from the garage into a little area for taking off coats. “No shoes in the house,” he told her. “Now that you’re here, you gotta follow the rules.”

Cass slipped off her sneakers, thinking most of the places she’d lived lately she’d preferred to keep her shoes on, even in bed.

The kitchen looked like the set of one of those suburban-drama TV shows: honey-colored cabinets, speckled granite countertops, and a big island in the middle with three matching barstools. It opened onto a family room with an enormous black leather sectional sofa, and a TV that took up half the wall. A low glass-and-chrome cabinet beneath it held a stack of electronic components. This area looked more like something out of a beer commercial, except there were no bottles or pizza boxes. In fact the whole place was as neat as a furniture showroom.

“Hungry?” he asked.

She was ravenous, but she wanted to take care of business first. “I have a plan,” she said, rooting around in the duffel bag and pulling out a piece of lined paper.

“Must be pretty complicated if you had to write it down,” he snickered.

She ignored this. She and Tate had worked on the plan together, and the only part that was not written on the paper was Do not fight with Scotty. It was the most important part, so she was determined not to blow it before she’d even unpacked.

She smoothed out the paper on the cold granite. “Here’s what I need to get done in the next month so I can go on my own. Some things cost money, but they’re an investment.” She looked him in the eye. “This whole plan is an investment in me being sober and a good mom, and you being free and clear with no drama. That’s what you want, right?”

“Hell, yeah.”

“Okay, so that’s going to require a”—she glanced at the paper for the words—“an initial outlay of cash, but I’ll pay you back every penny and work for free while I’m here.” She looked up at him. “See, I made it a good deal for you. You get everything back and then some.”

He made no effort to conceal his skepticism. “Right. Just get to the list.”

“Well, the first ones don’t cost anything. I have to get on the state health insurance and get a doctor, and I have to go to an AA meeting every day. I looked it up at Prescott, and there’s a meeting at a church about a mile from here, so that’s no problem. But depending on where the doctor is, I might need you to take me.”

He nodded. She was glad the first part was easy.

“The next thing is a combo, it hits two goals with one stone. I need to get some job skills so I can maybe work in a day care, and I need to learn more about babies and kids. Like you said, I don’t know anything about that.” It killed her to admit that he’d made a good point, but Tate had assured her that telling a guy he was right stoked up his ego like nothing else.

“So I’m going to take an online course on child development. But you’d have to pay for it and let me use your computer.”

He shrugged. She took it as a yes.

“Also, if I’m going to try and get a job at a day care center, I’ll need some new clothes—just a few—and a haircut.” Her auburn-colored hair was so split at the ends it created a sort of halo of frizz around her head.

“Fine,” he said, glancing down at the paper. “What’s that last one?”

“Oh, um, my friend put that on there. He says if you’re a grown-up, you should know how to drive. But I don’t have to. It’s not critical.”

“Friend?” His eyes narrowed. “You hooked up in rehab?”

Do not fight with Scotty, do not fight with Scotty . . .

She kept her voice low, but it was a tad menacing anyway. “Let’s get one thing straight. I have not slept with another guy since I met your brother. Not ever, not even the times we were broken up. I was true to him. And even though he’s dead and I am completely free to sleep with whoever I want . . .” She paused for emphasis. “. . . I have a baby coming. Trust me when I say, I am not getting distracted by some dude.”

Scott got up and opened the fridge. He pulled out deli meat, mayonnaise, and
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