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Henry
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Henry Post sat in his car outside of his friend Rick Denton’s house and belabored going in. 

Rick had recently lost someone he once cared about, and he was in danger of relapsing.

The local AA group nominated Henry to be the one to keep him on the wagon.

His phone went off with a notification.

Rick: Please get in here. My kids are here, and I have no idea how to talk to them.

He gave up the idea of going back home and got out of his car.

Rick’s old beater parked the closest, then a black Suzuki or something similar parked ear that and off on its own so no other cars would soil it, sat a red Aston Martin Vantage. 

It was a late 2000s model, but it someone kept it up well. No one Rick knew had a car like this.

Maybe he’d be able to tell whose car it was when he got in the house.

Three pairs of shoes sat by the door; Rick’s work boots, new tennis shoes, and sky-high, dark chocolate pumps with the red bottom.

They all sat in the living room, the two kids, a woman and a man, stared at their phones, awkwardly at each other and then back at their phones.

“I suppose I’ll welcome our guest,” Rick said.

“He’s your friend,” the daughter said.

She was tall, with one long leg crossed over the other, chewing the end of her thumb and scrolling. She had to be the owner of the expensive shoes and flashy car.

“Anyway, this is my son Jorie, and this is my daughter Veronica.” Rick said.

The boy waved without looking at him and the girl looked up.

“Does your friend have a name?” Veronica asked.

“His name is Post,” Rick said.

“Henry,” Henry corrected. “Post is my last name.”

The boy looked at Henry and then to his dad. All of them had these blue eyes that held anyone they spoke to in rapt attention. They were all tall too. The daughter had the same auburn hair Rick had. The boy’s hair was dark, but he had similar bone structure. 

Veronica rose and said “well, I guess I’m making dinner.”

The men were more than happy to let her cook all the food.

She crossed the room, commanding Henry’s attention with the way her skirt swished and swayed around her knees.

“Are you staying for dinner?” She asked.

Henry muttered and stuttered.

“Yes, he is,” Rick said.

She got close to him, placed her fingers on his chest, and pinched something off his shirt. “You had something on your shirt.”

She looked him up and down, twisting the fiber she pulled from his shirt. Henry returned the favor, looking her up and down as she sauntered into the kitchen.

“Jorie, how about you help Veronica in the kitchen.”

Jorie loudly objected but got up anyway.

Henry gave him a wide berth and took his seat once he was in the kitchen. 

“I don’t know how to talk to either of them.” Rick said. “My son, Jorie is sensitive and Veronica is insensitive.”

“She seems rather headstrong,” Henry said. “Jorie looks so much like you.” 

Rick looked at him, a mix of consternation and the practiced smile of a man who hears things that should commonplace but aren’t.

They sat there, staring at the floor and occasionally making small talk while Veronica and Jorie made the food.

“Get ready, you’re probably about to have quinoa, double pesto, paleo and kale surprise.” Rick said. “She’s been having me eat like that since she got here. Said too much of my food comes in cans.”

“It smells good,” Henry said, placing his hands between his legs.

Veronica peered around the corner. “It’s ready.”

A new mood held the room with Veronica’s smile. She had the poise of a woman much more affluent than her peers. Her beauty had a polished and professional edge to it, different than the other women who were lucky enough to comprehend a makeup tutorial.

Looking Henry in the eye for longer than she should have, she asked, “how old are you?”

“Fifty-six,”

“How long have you known my dad?”

“Only a few months,”

“Oh, then you’re not who I thought you were.”

Rick put himself in front of his daughter and said, “Can you find the cake knife and the spatula...thing?” He asked.

Veronica turned and rifled through a drawer and closed it, repeating the process until she found the desired items.

The men were at the table; Henry taking the chair closest to the door, Jorie the chair closest to the wall and Rick by the window, leaving the chair next to Henry open.

Rick tapped his son’s hand and motioned for the chair. Jorie groaned but moved next to Henry. Veronica looked disappointed but sat where she was told.

Jorie ate his food in silence, clinking his fork on his plate after he finished for several agonizing seconds.

“Jorie, how about you stop doing that?” Veronica said.

Henry was grateful for her intervention, the tink, tink, tink was setting his teeth on end.

“How come we’re not in your house, Dad?” Jorie asked.

Rick looked to Veronica and said, “tell them why we’re not in my house,”

“Because you took out several second mortgages and didn’t pay them back,” Veronica answered, swiping on her phone and not making eye contact.

The reaction was mix of exasperation and embarrassment. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped on her fork. 

“So, that’s the story we’re going with,” Rick said.

A brief flash of anger possessed Veronica. She set her fork down, turned her phone over and folded her arms.

“Yes,” she seethed. 

“You could have helped at any time,” Rick said.

“I did, I bought you this house and kept it in my name.” Veronica grabbed her half-eaten dinner and set it in the sink, leaving the room.

Henry knew Rick was having financial problems but didn’t know to what degree.

Veronica opened the front door and slammed it. Her car turned on and then she was gone.

“You have to fix this one,” Jorie said.

Henry felt it was his turn to leave. He finished his food and took his plate to the sink. Jorie stood next to him “I would advise against leaving right now. He’ll take it as you lusting after my sister,”

“I don’t know where she’s going,” Henry defended.

“That’s not the point,” Jorie said. “He’s weird about her.”

Rick started shouting for Jorie.

“Go find her, I don’t care where you go. She makes bad decisions when she gets mad and runs away.”

“Jesus Christ, she’s thirty-eight. She’s old enough to make whatever bad decision she wants.” Jorie said.

“That’s not the point; we need to be there for her when she’s hurting.”

“I’m going, but I’m not going to look for her.” Jorie left.

Jorie left in much the same way, slamming the door, revving his engine, and spitting rocks as he left.

“I...” Rick said, running his hands over his balding head. He sighed heavily and said, “I’m in recovery...you know that I don’t know why I’m telling you, but I need a drink.”

“Do I need to call your sponsor?” Henry asked.

“No, let’s just go bowling.”

After a few frames, Rick started to unwind, forcing Henry to sniff the bottle he held to make sure it didn’t have alcohol. It was obnoxious, but Henry understood the sentiment. 

Rick stood and took his turn, hitting a gutter ball both times. The game was over, and Henry had won by thirty-five points. Rick sat back down and asked if he wanted to bowl another game.

“If you want,” 

“Don’t do the woman thing, Henry,”

“Well, I’m good to bowl one more game.” Henry said.

Rick stood up and then sat back down, removing his shoes. 

“She’ll be back by now,”

Henry followed suit.

“Come with me,” Rick said, “I need to show you something.”

The old mall closed in the last leg of the Obama administration and squatters came and went as they wished.

The company hired a security guard to patrol at night; he ended up smoking weed with his buddies in the old Victoria’s Secret store.

Rick led him to the H&M store, shined his light on the extra-large billboard advertising an outfit that had long gone out of fashion. This billboard never changed no matter how long the mall had been open.

Henry looked at the long-legged girl in the mini skirt, quarter jacket with faux fur collar, that covered a red bustier with black lace underneath, balancing on knee high pin heels.

The girl looked familiar. She had occupied this wall since the town was booming. This was more than just a girl who existed somewhere in a corner of his mind.

“Why are you showing me this?” Henry asked.

“That is how my daughter was able pay for a house outright and how she affords to drive around in that fancy car she has.”

Henry took another look at the imposing advertisement and realized why she looked so familiar and why Veronica walked with such confidence and grace.

“That’s your daughter?” Henry asked.

“Yeah, this was her big break.”

Rick’s phone rang.

“Hey, she’s at the house.” Jorie said.

“Okay, we’ll be back soon.”

While Rick drove, Henry looked up “Veronica model” this produced too many results. He added her last name and found nothing. He searched in connection with H&M and found Veronica Branson. She was H&M’s darling child. Many YouTube Shorts, TikToks and Reels showed her signature walk. She didn’t cross one foot in front of the other like the other models but made up for it in swagger and presentation. She spun or flung the train or every long dress with a flourish that exuded attitude. Swimwear, lingerie, and some bad movies, were the top search results.

“Your daughter is worth twenty million,”

“You’re looking her up now?”

Henry hadn’t realized how it would look to Rick until now. 

“Only her net worth,” Henry lied.

Rick pulled up to Henry’s car and said, “I’ll call you later.”

Henry got out and drove home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Veronica

The rebuilt laundromat was good as new. 

Someone much younger than her was there, taking pictures and hogging up half of space. She had to be six foot three, and rocking some Eastern European accent.

She was a decent model, but could take it down a notch, in Veronica’s opinion.

Someone brushed behind her, not even politely trying to get to the dryer she was in front of.

“No one in this town knows how to say excuse me,” she said, trying to take up as little space as possible and keep her hands to herself. 

She turned to see her dad’s friend there.

He turned and smiled at her. It was a different smile than last night.

Glancing at the model and then at her, he said “how about you go show her how it’s done?”

“You think you know me now?”

Inching closer to her, he said “no, but I know your career.” He pulled out his phone; a song blared from the speaker as soon as he unlocked it.

He blushed and tried to hide what he was looking at.

Veronica nabbed it, holding it high and sidestepping to get away.

“What do we have here?”

“Veronica, seriously, give me my phone back.”

She looked at it to find a super cut of her on the runway and her many spreads in Sports Illustrated and Victoria’s Secret.

The heart on the video was red.

“Henry Post, how many times have you watched this?” She asked.

“A few,” he said, reaching for the phone.

“Why should I give it back to you?” She asked holding it up higher.

“Veronica,” he said, wrapping his arm around her waist and gently pulling her hip in with the other hand.

She placed her hand on his shoulder, her arm coming to rest on his arm.

Lowering the phone, she pushed it into his pocket.

She touched him back in the same way, placing her hand on his hip. 

He was wearing jeans that she guessed were his laundry day jeans as they were a little tighter than he wanted. The type of pants that make young girls have bad thoughts about men his age. The shirt he wore was a dark plum color that complemented his skin tone and hugged him. 

His brown eyes held her gaze for a long time. He moved his thumb up and down her back and spread his fingers out across her hip.

“Want to get lunch with me while your clothes are drying?” She asked.

“Are you sure you should be asking me that?”

“No, but we can’t awkwardly hug in the laundromat forever.” She said, pulling his shoulder into her.

“Anything you say your majesty.” He said, touching his nose to hers.

She smiled at him, taking him to her car and then to Fuccoli’s. It was a place up on the top of a hill that overlooked Purpose Bay. Bay was a bit of a misnomer as it was only a bunch of houses by the deceptively bright lake. 

The water shone silver in the sunlight, giving the illusion the lake was cleaner than it was. Once anyone got in to swim, they would find it near black, murky, and dangerous. Strange bugs, random whirlpools, and patches that left the swimmer’s skin with permanent discoloration filled the water. 

It wasn’t the best view, or even the best food, but it was on the edge of town where she used to go when she was younger.

“If I let you treat me, I might think this is a date.” Henry said.

“You don’t have to think anything. This is a day where we just have no thoughts.” she said.

He looked at the menu and then to her. She knew he was looking at her. She was looking past him to the balcony that was now full of dilapidated lawn furniture. This restaurant used to be Purpose Playhouse, long before people started dumping chemicals in the lake, there was a whole racetrack up and down the hill, fields of green where kids would learn about agriculture and how to feed and care for animals. That was until the richest person in town died and his kids squandered his fortune.

“Along with no thoughts are we also doing no conversations?”

He had to ask a few times before she answered.

“I was just thinking about how things used to be.”

“You’ll drive yourself crazy doing that.”

“I don’t think I have far to drive.” She said, laughing awkwardly.

She was crazy. She was here with a man much older than her because it would upset her father, who was letting her know by the minute how long she still had.

“I just fucking hate him, you know,”

“Your father?” Henry said, pausing for the waitress. 

They ordered and then sat in silence.

“Yeah, him,” Veronica said after a while. 

There were many things she could have said about her father. How angry she was when he controlled the narrative of her life, how he always downplayed her success and loved her little brother more than her.

Their food came and she hadn’t said more than a few words to Henry. She spent more time folding the ends of her placemat while he moved his tongue around in his mouth, as if fiddling with an invisible toothpick.

She was a bad date. A bad date, who was leading her date on.

Henry was attractive. He was as tall as her, decent lips, his receding hairline didn’t deter from his appearance, and he worked out. He didn’t have the dad bod. The struggle would be kissing him with all the stubble on his face.

Maybe it would make it more interesting. A prickly kiss for a prickly situation.

The thing that made her take a second look were his brown eyes that betrayed every emotion he tried to hide. A million thoughts hid behind kind eyes that, even as he undressed her with them, it was a beautiful moment.

“So, what is wrong with your relationship with your father?” Henry asked. 

“Not whatever my dad has told you,”

“He doesn’t talk about you two,” 

“Of course, he doesn’t,” Veronica said, taking a bite of the pasty chicken. After swallowing the mediocre food down, she said “he was... not there for me and when he was, he was a brute. Mom wasn’t much better; she hit harder than he did. For a long time, I had myself convinced he never laid a hand on me. I uncovered some memories in therapy.”

Swallowing a mouthful of food, Henry asked multiple questions she feared he would.

“Why are you here? What are you doing in Purpose? What about your mom?”

Fuck that bitch. 

Veronica said nothing, only ate her gummy chicken and gooey noodles.

“Is she still alive?”

“No, she died a month ago. I had time off, so I came out here to straighten stuff out with my dad.”

Once they ate, they had five minutes to get back to the laundromat and then back home.

“I’ll take my car and we’ll act like we didn’t have lunch with each other,” Henry said. “However, I would like to see you again.”

“Even after I was a bland date that trauma dumped on you?”

“I’m in AA, if that was trauma dumping, you suck at it.” He said, grabbing her phone.

“What are you doing?” She asked.

“Putting my number in your phone.” He said, calling himself. “Now, you have no excuse not to talk to me.” He finished, pushing her phone into her pocket the same way she did with his earlier.

What game was he playing? He wasn’t the awkward guy she met last night. She longed to feel the tingle of his lips on hers and looked around before placing a soft kiss on his stubbly cheek. Heat rushed to her lips from his skin. He leaned into her, his nose on hers

They locked eyes and held each other’s gaze a moment. 

He’s too old. The nagging voice in her head said.

I don’t care. Veronica answered back.

Something was different with him in that moment. He cleared his throat and said “I’m... I should go,”
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Chapter Three
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Jorie

He knew it. He god damn knew it. There was his sister, pressing Hank or whatever his name was against his car and teasing a kiss out of him, and he wasn’t stopping her.

She always did this. He wasn’t sure if he should tell his dad or not. If he told, Veronica could kick Dad out, if he didn’t, they’d carry on with their relationship until Veronica got bored, and she always did.

Just as he was about to follow her, his phone rang. It was his wife, Clarita.

“When are you coming home?”

She didn’t even say hi or bother with formalities such as “how was your day?” Or “how is your dad doing?”

“I’m coming home as soon as I get things settled here.”

“That’s what you said a month ago.”

“Things have gotten complicated.”

“What are you doing now?” She asked, her tone suggesting she already knew the answer.

“I’m...” he cleared his throat and said, “running an errand for my dad,”

“What’s darling Veronica doing now?”

“Sweetheart...”

Something loud clanged on the other side of the phone. “You only call me sweetheart or honey whenever you’re trying to get me to stop being concerned about something, like your father’s obsession with his daughter’s personal life, your lack of interest in your children, and anything else that you know I’m right about.”

Her Latin accent always came out of hiding when she’d get mad. 

They’d been married six years, and he’d only heard it a few times. Once it came out, he busied himself with cleaning or some project he had abandoned.

“Stop zoning out and listen to me!” She commanded.

“Listen, Clarita,” he said, thinking using her name would make it easier. “I am trying to make things easier for my dad, so I can leave without feeling guilty.”

“And what about your family? What about the four children who haven’t seen their father in a month?”

He sighed, both aggravated at his wife for not understanding, and that while he sat here trying to diffuse the situation, Henry had left. Henry sat in his car a while, a strange emotion consuming him.

It wasn’t a reaction to Jorie’s sister being all over him.

Jorie had been there with women who didn’t get he didn’t want them, and how frustrating it was when they would touch him without consent. He’d also been there with women he wanted to touch, but had to push them away, stifle his arousal and hide his erection. The reaction Henry gave was none of those things.

He sat in his car as if his breath had sucked from his body. As if something in him he had buried deep inside unlocked in that moment.

He was ignoring his wife again, begrudgingly agreeing to whatever she said she was going to do.

“Fine, that’s what I’ll do, bye.” She hung up.

The last few phone calls had no sweetness. She didn’t tell him she loved him before she hung up or say anything about how her day was going. He should’ve been focusing on his marriage, but he had caught up to Henry. 

He stopped at a newly built bus stop, stared at the intersection, and pressed his thumb into his forefinger.

Something in the scene held him, and the longer it had him, the more tense and rigid his body became.

Pity overwhelmed Jorie and he put his car into park, got out, and approached Henry.

Henry gave a start when he touched his shoulder.

Henry looked at him a moment. Henry bit back whatever words he had to say as did Jorie. 

Jorie wanted to shout at him for being with his sister, but something behind Henry’s haunted eyes made Jorie pity him.

“What do you want, Jorie?” Henry asked.

“You need to stay away from my sister. She plays that game of being soft and vulnerable, but she’s not. She’s pernicious and she’ll ruin your life.”

Nothing in Henry changed. Jorie expected anything “that wasn’t what you thought,” “I’ll fuck who I want to,” “she was asking for it” or even an empty promise to do as he asked, but Henry said nothing.

He ignored Jorie and got in his truck and drove away.

A text came through from his wife.

Clarita: You have a week to get things in order and get home or I’m going to leave.

Jorie stared at the message a while, Henry no longer part of his thoughts.

Jorie: Give me one more week and we can discuss this.

At this point in time, Jorie couldn’t even remember why he was still here. 

He lived in Sparrowlore, a town two hours away, and in a neighborhood where all the houses looked the same.

Clarita did her best to make it stand out, painting the trim and the shutters blue and planting several colorful flowers. 

He came here for the funeral of his mother, Grace. 

Grace lived in the same town he did, but she bought a plot in the Purpose cemetery years ago.

He moved there to be with her when he was on his second marriage. However, shortly after that dissolved, he remained, marrying Clarita and his mother stopped talking to him. She picked his ex-wife, and blamed him for the divorce, causing a rift between them. Grace never liked Clarita and didn’t hide it.

Grace died next to a pile of pills and rotted away for days, saturating her bed, nearly soaking through the mattress.

Her landlord found her. She’d been there for two weeks, missing the rent payment.

He was indifferent towards his mother’s death, not crying and feeling that empty feeling that comes with loss, but just feeling as if he lost some trinket that he really liked.

He couldn’t sit there any longer, his dad was texting him, asking where he was.
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Rick

Veronica arrived, flustered and running to her room.

He entered her room and said “Jorie told me he saw you up town with Henry.”

“It’s a small town, Dad.”

“No, it’s not, and I know why you were with him.”

Throwing her stuff down, she said “I didn’t fuck him if that’s what you’re accusing me of.”

“What the hell are you doing?” He asked, noticing she was gathering up her stuff.

“You have Jorie, you’ve been on the wagon for eight months and I would hate to come between the bromance you and Henry have going on. Besides there’s a best of the early 2000s campaign going on that I want to be part of.”

He had no urge to try and keep her there.

“You will be fine without me. The house is paid for, just pay the property taxes and keep it up. I’ll drop you a line from time to time.”

He could have tried to stop her. He tried in the past and she fought her way out. God damn, she could hit. Grace didn’t want her to go down the path she was on. However, Grace died a month ago, and she divorced him when Veronica was twelve. He wanted his daughter home and his son to move here with his family. He’d only seen his grandkids a handful of times. Veronica had no kids and didn’t want them.

He stopped her, took her stuff, and hugged her. She gave him a one arm hug.

“Do you really have to go?” He asked.

“Yes, I do,” she said, shoving him aside and grabbing her stuff.

Jorie came in and stopped her from leaving.

“Don’t do it, little bro. You know I won’t hesitate to take you out.”

Jorie looked as if he had something on his mind, but it hurt too much to utter.

“I’m only going to be here another week.” Jorie said.

Veronica’s grip on her bag loosened.

Jorie looked down and then back up. “She said she wants me back home or she’s going to leave, and I can’t get another divorce.”

This would’ve been Jorie’s third divorce.

Rick patted his son’s arm and said, “how about both of you leave bright and early tomorrow.”

“I’m still going to a hotel, Dad.” Veronica said.

Rick winced internally. She always made it about her.

“Okay,” Jorie said, “one more dinner, but then I have to leave.”

He said it as if he’d rather stick his dick a meat grinder than spend time with his dad.

Even though it was turbulent, he enjoyed the dinners he had with his kids. 

He entered the door at that time. Good timing, Henry, you fuck. 

Rick ordered his daughter to go put on something more presentable and less provocative.

“God forbid I show any collarbone.” She grumbled.

Jorie rolled his eyes and leaned into Rick. “You might want to keep them separated, he was not...well, he isn’t telling her no.”

Something in Rick changed. His daughter was thirty-eight, and while he didn’t want his best friend with her, he had to let her go. Maybe if he acted disinterested in her flirting and being a slut, she would want to do it less.

“Thank you, son,” Rick said.

Everyone took their places they had last night and let Veronica talk the whole night.

“I only ever met Trent Reznor and Rob Zombie once. I had dinner with them and their wives, and they were nice, but I had no words to say all night, except for how awesome they were. I’m pretty sure I annoyed them.”

Rick noticed something about his daughter. She never spoke about being excited to meet any woman who wasn’t Shalom Harlow. He knew the chasing of older men came from him, but the hatred of women came from her mother. Grace never felt the need to be a positive role model to her, even blaming her for the divorce and Rick’s alcoholism. Grace tried to control her body more than Rick did.

Henry restrained himself tonight, making sure to include the men in the conversation and not make it seem like he and Veronica were the only ones in the room. 

That is, until he asked a burning question. “Why did you ask me my age?”

“She’s got a running tally of catch ‘em all sex.” Jorie said.

“Shut the fuck up, Jorie, that’s not what it was.” Turning her attention back to Henry, Veronica said. “You look like someone from one of Dad’s old photo books.”

“I have them in my bedroom.” Rick said.

He left and waited, watching them from behind the wall. Henry and Veronica wouldn’t do anything with Jorie there, but he noticed something else.

Henry was doing that thing he does when he’s nervous and chewing his lower lip and pressing his thumb into his forefinger. The calculating way he was looking at Veronica wasn’t unnerving so much as it was out of context. Like coming into a movie halfway, or an actor given a role they weren’t allowed to prepare for.

He had no lust in his eyes, only the search for a long-buried memory.

Rick scoffed quietly and went to his room to find the picture book.

He brought all of them to his bed and stacked them from earliest to latest.

He was meticulous about memorabilia. He had a book for Veronica, Jorie, his wedding and marriage, one for each trip he went on and each job he had. Henry wasn’t in any of them. He was four years older than Henry and he grew up in Purpose. Henry grew up in Sparrowlore. 

Feeling nostalgic over his high school days, he opened his scrapbook up, slowly flipping through the pages until he happened upon who she must’ve thought Henry was. A young man he once knew, stood next to him, looked remarkably like Henry. He was from Sparrowlore and the captain of the football team. Rick and he had the same number on their jerseys and the coach from the other team made them take a picture together. He wrenched the picture from its holder, placing a stray one in the empty space.

He tucked the other photo under her bedside table’s drawer and went back out.

He sat it down and Henry got close to his daughter. 

She carefully scanned each photo, taking mental notes and saving the images in her head. Henry was an inch from her, and it made Rick want to move her aside. She stopped on the page he took the photo from and stared at it a while, pressing her finger into her temple.

Henry went rigid and excused himself.

Rick left the room, ready to ask what he saw. Just as his hands were on the doorknob, it opened and Jorie’s wife and children stood on the other side.

“Grandpa!” The littlest one said, jumping into Rick’s arms.

“Oh, my goodness, my little ladies.” Rick said, taking the girls into a hug.

Henry was blocked in. He awkwardly sidestepped and attempted to leave.

Jorie came out and asked, “what are you doing here?” 

“Well,” Clarita said, “I couldn’t get you out there, so I came here.”

“I’m going to the hotel, Dad.” Veronica said, pushing past Jorie’s family and out the door.

Henry took her boldness and followed her out.
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Chapter Five
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Henry

He had to get out of that house. Out and probably never go back. 

He got to the border before realizing he didn’t know where he was going, and he had no money to go there. He pulled into his driveway and fought with himself to go in, begging himself not to do what was in his head.

Don’t do it, Henry. He told himself, but he didn’t listen. 

Henry: Want to meet at that gas station with the red truck?

Veronica: Already there. I’ll wait for you.

He put his car in reverse and drove to the gas station to funnel his last fifteen dollars into his gas tank.

She was there, staring fixedly at the cooler doors, tapping her temples.

He replaced the hose, parked and went in. 

He walked up behind her, touched her shoulder and she turned and took him in her arms.

He wasn’t used to hugging girls as tall as him and he didn’t know what to do with his head.

“What did you see?” He asked.

She pulled back. “Grace isn’t my biological mother.”

Henry looked at her quizzically.

She opened the door, pulled out something she didn’t like and drank it, making a face.

“God, I hate kombucha.”

Inhaling deeply, she chugged the kombucha and got some water to wash it down.

“Come talk out back with me,” she said, her voice shaking.

He followed her to the counter where she paid and then followed her outside.

He sat next to her to keep warm and because he wanted her body next to his.

“I was on some thing where models do their DNA for a company I can’t remember. It was some silly campaign like ‘does beauty run in families’ I don’t know, something dumb. Anyway, I got my tree and my dad’s in it, but my aunt Charity shows up as my mom. Before Grace died, I asked her. She looked at me as if I never should have done what I did, and then she closed the door in my face, but not before saying ‘don’t act like you are different now that you know this,’”

She looked down at her shoes, untying her laces and twisting them around her fingers.

“I wasn’t a teenage pregnancy. They were together for a while. I would’ve accepted that Charity offered her womb to birth me, but I know my dad better than that. And seeing her in the pictures in her little cheerleader uniform just set me off. Charity is younger than Grace and has kids.” She stopped and untied the other shoe.

Henry took her head, laid it on his shoulder, and wrapped his arm around her. She nuzzled her nose into his neck, sending tingles throughout his body. She started kissing him, moving from the base of his neck to his chin and then his ear. After nibbling on his ear for a moment, she turned his face and gently pulled his chin toward her, placing her lips softly on his.

It was a slow, but hungry kiss. One hand caressed the back of his head, the other slid down his torso, lifting his shirt.

Because of the cold outside and her frigid fingers, he moved her hand. She snaked her hand around his chest and held his shoulder blades. He leaned into her, laying her down. He softly caressed her face, moving her leg around his waist.

He was hard and ready.

The realization that he was about to have sex with a girl eighteen years younger than him behind a gas station made him pull away. 

Leaning over her, he looked into her eyes. She went from full of desire to fear in her eyes.

She pushed him back, grabbed her bags and bolted away.

He pushed up from the ground, calling after her. By the time, he reached the front of the store, she was already in her car, peeling out of the parking lot and speeding away.

He stood there for a moment, the cold cutting him deep in the absence of her warm body next to his. He stood there until the lights of the gas station went out. He traipsed to his car and drove home, spending a long time in his car before conceding and going in. 
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Veronica

The night she swore this place off and vowed to never come back, came crashing down on her again. Like the shattering glass and hard metal on metal, each memory slammed into her head, feeling as if she were splitting her head open again.

It was the night of her seventeenth birthday and hot as hell outside. She was 117 pounds at this point in her life, and the heat was making her feel like she had an extra two hundred pounds on her.

Dad was talking up the big plans he had for her.

The big plans were taking her and Jorie to the bar with all his adult friends.

She played it in her head multiple times, wanting to make it different, wanting to be smart enough that she didn’t take a drink someone gave her. Jorie found her in the bathroom, locked in a stall, fingers in her mouth, trying to puke up the GHB.

He ran from the room, grabbed Dad, and said they both needed to go. Dad ripped Veronica from the floor and dragged her to the car.

“Watch Jorie,” he slurred.

He dragged her out, shoved her into the car, and said he’d drive her home, let her sleep it off and came back for Jorie.

She was too out of it but remembered putting her seat belt on. Dad was too far gone to do the same.

He must’ve rolled through a stop sign as someone slammed into their car, smashing them between a stoplight and a rock wall.

Glass shattered after a few kicks and then a boot came through. Hands ripped her out of the cab, pulling her by her pants to the street. He laid her on the sidewalk and cradled her head in his hands.

She opened her eyes to see a full head of curly brown hair, brown eyes, and a scraggly beard.

It was him. Henry pulled her out of the car that night. He ran his fingers across her scalp as if he could deduce a fractured skull with his lack of medical knowledge.

The smells, sights and sounds returned to her when she opened her eyes and saw his face under the yellow light.

She hadn’t taken a breath since she pushed him back. He needed an explanation. The tears wouldn’t come, and she couldn’t stop hyperventilating even though she put as many miles as she could from her and him. Back at her hotel, she stepped into the shower, turned on the cold, and let the icy water shock her back into the present.

She left her clothes in her car, and she couldn’t leave this room. 

Crumbling to the tub, she went numb to the freezing water, letting it fall over her as she shivered and cried.

Eventually the water got too cold, and she was about to pass out. Turning the faucet off, she pulled herself out of the tub, shucked her clothes, wrung them out and hung them to dry.

Once she toweled off, she wrapped herself in the complimentary robe and slid into bed. Her phone buzzed.

Henry: Did I do something wrong?

Veronica: No, I’m fucked up. Please stay away from me and my family for your sake. We aren’t good people.

The bubbles popped up and left and popped up and left. 

Why was she pushing him away? His warm body would be a comfort to the subzero temperatures she subjected herself to. He wouldn’t even need to do anything to her other than wrap his arms around her and breathe in her neck. The thought of his skin on hers sent tingles through her body and she burned for his touch.

It was hard to parse out the feelings she had. Wanting him to touch her and having him be part of the worst night of her life felt like a rib spreader used on her while she was still alive.

Her eyes grew heavy, and she fell asleep.

The next day, she forced herself to remember every single detail of that day. She had orange juice that was too pulpy and French toast that was bland.

She couldn’t put it down and her father was upset about it. The bus showed up and she grabbed her bag, hoping to make it out and to school. Her father grabbed her and shoved her into the wall.

“Just where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“To school,” she said, struggling to get out of his grasp.

He dragged her into the kitchen and said, “not without doing the dishes, and you are going to let me drive you from now on.”

She was done keeping her mouth shut to spare his delicate feelings.

“When are you supposed to do that? You’re always fucking sloshed.”

He backhanded her, splitting her lip open.

He grabbed a dirty rag from the bottom of the sink and shoved her over to the pile.

“Do those and you can go to school.”

He left, and she couldn’t bring herself to touch that wash rag that had been stagnating in the sink for days.

She checked the dryer to find it empty and checked the washer, a pungent smell assailed her senses.

The clothes had been in the washer for a week.

She added some detergent and started it, tossing the dish rag in.

She collected herself a moment and searched the kitchen for a new washcloth. It was dusty, but she’d make do.

Once she finished, he stumbled in and ordered her to clean the rest of the kitchen, making her late for her first hour class.

She kept going into the bathroom that day, hoping to appease her nervous bladder.

The cut in her mouth wasn’t as bad as she thought, but that didn’t stop her from looking at it.

She was behind in her art class, having to leave the canvas there for fear of her dad ruining it when he felt like it.

It was supposed to reflect her soul, but her dick head teacher kept telling her she didn’t know her own soul.

He made some comment about it that day and she lost her cool, proceeding to stab the brown splotch again and again, creating a big hole in it.

“Fuck my soul and fuck you. You don’t know shit about my life.”

She tossed the apron away and ran out of the class, leaving the school entirely. She called her mom many times, only getting some guilt trip about a perceived grievance.

Veronica didn’t miss Grace.

The night of the party, Dad grabbed her, sat her on the bar in something wet and announced to the crowd that she was seventeen years old. Some gross old man shouted, “You need to tell us when she’s eighteen.”

Veronica tried to get off the bar, but her dad held her there. 

The rest of the time at the bar was uneventful until she was roofied. Then, after the crash, she remembered something. A frog necklace dangling out of the top of his shirt.

She wanted to reach for it but couldn’t get her hands to move.

She called him and left a message on his voicemail. “I must see you. Meet me at the gas station with the big mastodon.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Seven
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Jorie

It was taking everything Jorie had to convince his wife not to leave him but still go back home and trust he’d be there by the end of the week.

He was making some headway when she said “Okay, I will consider that when you can look these beautiful girls in the eye and say ‘daddy’s not coming back with us because his selfish father, who hasn’t spoken to him in years, needs his comfort because a woman he called an acerbic cunt, died last month.’”

Jorie looked away, focusing on some dilapidated building taken back by nature.

She grabbed his face “are you even listening to me? I’m standing here asking you what else you need to do. Your mom is buried, your dad has his friend, and he’s in recovery. It’s up to him now.”

“A friend who is trying to fuck his daughter.”

“So, let him, guy looks like he could use some pussy.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose and said “I can’t leave. I’m so close to getting the thing I want from my dad that I need to stay until I can.”

Tears filled her eyes, and she said, “You are never going to get it. My father never told me loved me or he was proud of me. You and your sister need to realize how much you are still trying to impress him.”

“You...” he stalled, looking down at the ground and then back up again “I am so close.”

“No, baby, what you are is a dog. A dog doing a little dance for a treat he’s never going to get.”

He sighed, trying to suppress the tears. He should take her in his arms and kiss her. He should leave with her, but he stood rooted in his spot, unable to act upon his better judgment.

“You have one week. I love you and want you home. If you never hear what you need... I’ll be there for you.”

Jorie let her go, hugging her and his children goodbye. He told her he loved her, but all she said was “don’t tell me that until you get home.”

He remained at the place, watching the clouds float across the sky. He spent a lot of time up here with his first love, Sheree.

She was his first kiss, and she was amazing at it. Never too much teeth or spit.

Their lives went in different directions when she went to college and found someone larger and stronger.

Dad was there for him with a “bitches ain’t shit” attitude. And his sister, well, she was listening when she wasn’t on some runway in Paris or Rome.

He and Dad were never invited to any of her modeling events.

It was ridiculous, but MTV, VH1 and Access Hollywood wouldn’t shut up about some little backward head tilt she did in Singapore.

They photographed her with Kimora Lee, Paris Hilton, and some dignitaries that week.

Jorie couldn’t deny that she had skills.

Jorie had been working at the same plant in Sparrowlore since graduation.

The job was good and paid well. Not well enough to satisfy his second wife and her addictions of outdoing other women. 

New nails, new hair, new shoes, and a new car. He was relieved when he came home to her note. 

Won the lottery. Fuck your broke ass.

That was one of the times he and dad reconnected.

He conceded he had to leave soon.

He drove to his dad’s house to find him at work, his sister had something under her arm and was leaving when he pulled in.

The silence of the house threatened to consume him. Go home. Go home. The voice in his head repeated. Yet he sat in the stillness. 

It was unnerving at times like these when he didn’t get alerts, texts or even a clock going off.

Just him alone with his thoughts as if everything in the universe conspired against him.

His stomach grumbling made him realize he hadn’t eaten since last night.

He stood and scanned the fridge. His father never learned how to stock a fridge. All this fridge had was baking soda, scattered condiments, and a carton with one egg. He closed the fridge to find the same Mother Hubbard theme in the cupboards.

Even more reason to go home. 

He closed the door, lingering on it a moment, eyes fixed on the dirty dishes. It was always Veronica’s job to do the dishes. He wouldn’t let the memory consume him. He vowed to go out and get groceries and get his mind off things for a while.

He was trying to move, trying to make himself do anything but stand somewhere for a long time until someone needed something he was in front of. He had been doing this the entire month he’d been with his dad. Mom had been buried a while, and he hadn’t gone to her graveside more than once. Veronica tossed her rose on Mom’s grave, and sauntered away, not a tear shed.

It was unsettling how little she felt. It was a self-preservation thing, but she could tone it down occasionally.

Jorie thought about the small number of tears he shed for his mother’s death and how he never connected with her either. 

He left the grocery store, only buying something for himself from the hot case.

He sat in his car, trying to eat his chicken strips and failing.

He cast them aside and let the tears consume him.

He had no idea why he was crying, and all the ideas why.

It was everything and nothing at the same time.

Exhaustion overtook him and his appetite was gone.

He drove to the park, got out, and sat on one of the benches. Kids played basketball and rocked back and forth on the archaic spring horses.

He used to come here at night and drink with his friends.

It was the first place he kissed Sheree. He often joked their relationship went backwards. They had sex that night, then started their relationship a week later.

Sheree was there to rid Jorie of his V-card and lose her own.

As an adult, he could see how fucked up it was. However, she was everything and anything at the time. He even believed her when she said he changed her life. 

It started as a group outing where they watched a movie projected onto a blanket.

Once the movie was over, she wandered off with him, taking him to her favorite place in the woods. She sat him down, climbed top of him and made out with him, moving her hands where she wanted them. She slid his finger between her legs.

He nervously felt around until she got wet and she moved his middle finger inside her.

She had no problem giving him direction and would do anything he wanted.

He wanted to make it last, wanted to be sure she’d stay and love him for him instead of just his dick. 

He never deluded himself into thinking he could make her a housewife, but for a brief moment, he thought he made her a good woman. 

The present came back to him as he looked up to see the person who sat on the bench next to him. 

As if he brought her into existence by thinking about her, Sheree sat down on the bench next to him.

She wore the cares of a woman subjected to the many disappointments life had dealt upon her. 

Her strawberry blond hair had a greasy, dry texture. Her once resilient skin sagged and had pockmarks and premature age spots. Her eyes still shone through it all. The umber color with a faint blue ring around the iris.

His mouth became dry, wanting to talk to her and rush from this place, run home so fast she’d have no time to speak.

He sighed louder than he intended, and she turned to him.

Both looked at each other a moment before she spoke. Raising an eyebrow, she asked “Jorie Denton?”

“Yes,” he choked out, looking away.

She scooted closer to him.

He itched to run, having to quell the noise in his head that told him to smack her and dash away. It wasn’t as loud as the other voice that longed for the feeling of her body next to his. 

Once he suppressed his intrusive thoughts, he turned to her and started crying. 

Placing a tender hand on his cheek, she asked him what was wrong.

He talked about his mom, his sister, his life since high school, and his ex-wives, leaving Clarita and his daughters out of the conversation entirely.

She laid his head on her shoulder and kissed his forehead.

After a moment, he said he had to go.

“You want to have a drink with me? I have wine at my house.” She said, using that smile she always used to get him to do what she wanted.

He cleared his throat, rose to his feet, and spoke honestly “I shouldn’t be alone with you. Not with our history.”

“Oh, fiddlesticks.”

That silly word would either piss him off or make his smile. Today, it just aggravated him.

“Please, for the love of God, stop trying to make fiddlesticks happen. What are you, Mormon, or something?”

She chuckled at his exasperation. “Oh, Jorie, you’re always so serious.” She said, standing to meet him. “If you want, we can have coffee in a restaurant somewhere and I’ll make sure to keep my hands to myself.”
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Rick

Gentrification had taken over the historic side of town. Gone were the old mom and pop restaurants and stores, now Barnes and Noble, Starbucks, and McDonald’s lined the old town, placed in the old buildings, giving it that hipster chic that all the yuppies and narcissistic Gen Z loved.

People strolled by with their phones out, gushing as if they were seeing actual magic performed instead of a shitty Dollar General stuffed into a turn of the century building.

The streets were bare of those insufferable tourists today. Since the house was silent for the first time in a month, Rick decided to stroll down to the only place in town that was still locally owned. He opened the door, spying his son with the girl he dated in high school, and Henry in a corner, rubbing his scalp and tapping his fingers on the table.

A cup of coffee sat in front of him, emitting steam and remaining untouched, save for Henry reaching up to push the handle to the side, but not drink it.

Rick would broach the subject of his son laughing with the worst thing that ever happened to him later, now Henry needed told to keep his hands off Veronica.

However, as he sat down opposite Henry, the thought left him.

Henry stopped drumming on the table and brought his fingers to his forehead, pressing them into the middle of his head.

Rick cleared his throat and asked, “something on your mind?”

“Nothing you should concern yourself about,” Henry said, staring at the table. A single tear fell from his eye.

Rick was conflicted on whether he should push the subject or let it go.

He decided to gently nudge his friend.

“Oh, come on, we’re friends.”

“It doesn’t have to do with your fucking daughter,” Henry said, meeting Rick’s gaze. 

Rick stuttered for a moment and then said, “I...I didn’t think it would. I was just concerned, but if you don’t want to talk about it, I’ll let it go.”

Henry sighed so hard he vibrated. 

Through a rattling breath he said, “It’s just the anniversary of something. The thing that drove me to drink. It’s the first year I haven’t dulled it with alcohol.”

Rick knew that all too well. Many recovering alcoholics could pinpoint the exact reason and moment that started their downfall.

Rick had shared it many times in the groups.

The first reason and the many subsequent reasons why he fell off the wagon.

It was his mother’s death that started it. He recovered then got divorced. He got better after the accident and then it was his prostate.

Now, it was losing Grace.

“You know, I don’t know what you’re going through right now, but I think I know what you’re thinking.”

“Of course, you do, you know everything.”

Rick shifted uncomfortably in his seat and said, “I suppose I deserved that.”

“You know you did.”

Leaning on the table, Rick said, “I drove home once.”

Henry looked at him. 

“I should have called an ambulance because someone slipped Veronica something and I...I was mad at her.” 

Rick’s words caught in his throat, and he had to fight around the lump forming before he could continue.

“S-someone hit me and upended the car somehow. I’m not sure if I was... if it was on its side or upside down. All I know is I woke up in the hospital, and my daughter suffered a head injury. She emancipated herself from her mother and I afterwards. I lost her for a few years. I blamed her for everything and didn’t reach out. I did all I could to make the pain go away. Someone intervened and took my guns away until I was safe to be around again.”

“That’s not necessary,” Henry said quickly.

It shook Rick for a moment. People always answered quickly when they indeed needed the help they were refusing.

“Do you have anyone you can call?” Rick asked.

“I have no one. My parents are dead, I’ve lost...” Henry stopped, looked at the wall to the right of him for a while then back to the table.

Rick reached across the table and grabbed Henry’s hand.

“I’m here if you need me.”

“Thanks for the empty gesture, but I’m fine without your false sympathy.”

Henry stood, wiped his face, and exited the building.

Rick leaned back and sighed.

He felt awkward. He never liked eating alone and even though it was only a few dollars, he was sure Henry stuck him with his tab.

He put a five down on the table and went to leave, impeded by his son and the woman he was with.

She was hugging him, doing some silly little hip dance, and hopping out the door.

“Fucking slut.” Rick muttered.

The waitress came and asked him if his friend was coming back.

“No, he’s not, keep the change. I know it’s not a lot, but I have to be somewhere.” 

“You look like the guy on the wall.” The waitress said.

“I what?”

“Oh, there’s a picture of someone on the wall that looks like you. It’s in the back.”

He had her show him.

She took him to the back where all the former owners were. There was his face, standing next to his father-in-law. He owned this place over twenty years ago. It ended badly. He said nothing and left.

Hours went by when Jorie finally came home.

Rick wasted no time. He stood and pulled Jorie into to kitchen.

“I’m only going to tell you this once. Sheree is no god damn good for you.”

“What about Ver...”

“I will worry about that if necessary. You don’t need to be throwing away your marriage for a slut who never gave a fuck about you.”

“Dad, she...”

“She will always be just barely getting out of a relationship, going through a rough patch, or something. The only reason she is after you is because it works. You got hung up on the first girl you ever fucked and now you’re acting like that same dumb teenager who pined after her when she ran off to college and forgot about you.”

“I’m 33 years old.”

“Even more reason for you to go home to your wife and kids.”

Jorie looked away from him. 

“You even mention Clarita’s name to Sheree?”

“I...” 

“I’m so disgusted with you. I’m not... I see you with her again, I’m calling Clarita. I like her.”

Rick left the living room, slamming his bedroom door to keep Jorie out.

Something was off in his room. Rick kept everything clean in his personal space when he was sober. Even when he was drinking, he didn’t want his bedroom in any sort of disarray. So, he’d notice when something was missing and one of his photo albums was missing. 

The photo album of the car crash.
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Henry

Rick was right, he did need someone to get his guns. Get his knives. Take the pills. Anything. He called the last person he should have.

He wanted her to answer and wished she’d send him to voicemail. His hands shook as it rang and rang.

He was about to end the call when she answered.

“Hi, Henry.” She said, sounding like a woman who was set up on a date with some loser. 

He couldn’t form any words and nearly hung up.

“Text me your address and don’t do anything until I get there.”

The words fell out of him. “Put me on speaker and I’ll tell you how to get here.”

“Okay, I’m still at the store with the big mastodon. I’m actually glad you didn’t show up, I was going through something, and you didn’t need to be subjected to it.”

Nearly choking on his tears, he said “take the road that goes behind the mastodon. Go until you come to the big blue spruce that’s out of place among all the aspens. Then take a right.”

“Henry, there’s hardly a road here.”

“Fuck, I forgot they planted more. Um... there’s a little statue. A sailor or something with a lantern.”

She was silent a while, only the sound of her breathing and the gravel under her tires coming through. She told him she saw it. He looked out his window, eagerly awaiting the glow of her headlights.

“Um, Henry, there’s a gate.”

“That’s my neighbor, take a left.”

She clicked her tongue and nervously sighed a few times.

Her headlights were in view, and he said, “I see your car.” He hung up, turned his outside lights on, and walked out to the porch.

She pulled in, looked at something on her passenger seat for a moment and then disregarded it. He waited for her on the steps, hoping she wouldn’t leave.

He should have taken Rick up on his offer to talk. 

She met him at the steps, keeping about five feet distance from him.

He stepped down and she stepped forward.

“I need you to take my guns.” He croaked.

“Okay,” she said, ready to push past him and get to the task at hand.

He stopped her, placing his hands on her waist. She placed her hands on his shoulders and looked at his chest, focusing on his collarbone.

She pulled him in and kissed his forehead.

He pushed back on her just a little, succumbing slowly as she tenderly caressed his head, laying it against her chest.

Enfolded in her arms, he held her, letting his tears fall. With each sob, he wrapped her tighter until she yelped.

He pulled back and wordlessly led her to the safe, loading her up with the guns.

“Now for the pills,” he said stuffing the contents of his medicine cabinet into a grocery bag.

He took the knives out and
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