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Chapter One

Only one door separates me and Eddie from a parental lecture on the dangers of teen sex, but I’m willing to risk getting caught. The pitch-black darkness of the garage hides the urgent way his hand slides across my skin and how his lips press into mine, needing me, wanting me.

Not that we’re about to have sex in the front seat of Mom’s car… in my garage… with her just through that door and in the kitchen. But my unhooked bra and flushed face would send Mom on a rant. As if she should preach about sex before marriage.

The heat from Eddie’s body keeps away the chill of the garage, and our bodies mesh together, a perfect match. Until his phone rings. He pulls his hand out of my shirt to fumble in his back pocket. I’d ask him to ignore it, but he won’t.

He holds the phone behind my shoulder. One quick glance, and he tosses it behind me on the seat. Then he goes back to kissing me.

We make out for ten minutes in the front seat of Mom’s car until Eddie breaks away and gives my chest another grope. “Be back soon.”

He hits the garage door opener, and the bright light blinds me. I slide out of the car and watch him back down the driveway.

When I get my own car, I’ll have to park in the street since our townhouse’s driveway isn’t big enough for a second car. Whenever I mention moving to a bigger place, Mom gets all snippy. As if a three-bedroom house would be much more expensive than our tiny two-bedroom. I can live in a small place as long as I don’t have to share my room with my fifteen-year-old sister. But Mom is full of answers on why we can’t move… or questions for me actually.

Are you going to help make the payments? Will you mow the lawn? Will you help shovel the sidewalks? Maybe I would… probably not.

Eddie shuts the garage door, and I watch him until the door hits the floor. That was dumb. The darkness surrounds me, and now I gotta get to the door without tripping over the stupid garbage bags. My hip bumps the empty recycling bin on my way. I have no idea why Mom keeps it around. She doesn’t recycle, but that’s a good thing because the neighbors would question the mountain of empty beer cans and wine bottles. They’d probably think it was me.

Mom sips her coffee, her forehead creased with lines. “When will Eddie be back, Lyrica?”

She worries about him driving her ten-year-old piece of crap as if it were brand new. Good thing she doesn’t know how often he drives because I’m too drunk.

“Eleven-thirty. Adam’s waiting for him, and he’ll bring it right back when they’re done.” It’s just a simple oil change, and she knows all this. They’ve done it before. Sometimes I wonder if the drinking is affecting her memory.

Mom nods. Her gray roots are getting long, and I’m surprised she hasn’t asked me to recolor them. Her chestnut brown hair turned gray when she was in her early thirties, and she’s been dying it since. Or rather, I’ve been dying it.

I turn to my other dye job. My deep purple chrysanthemums sit in one vase, the royal blue in another, and teal in a third. I touch the smooth teal petal; this color would look awesome on our bedroom walls, but Mom won’t let me.

All six mums go into one vase on the table. My dying experiments are going well, and I love having all this splashy color around our home. Although I’m quickly depleting my supply of flowers from the backyard. Mom glances up quick from her laptop but says nothing. No thanks for brightening up our home. No good job.

The TV mutes, and Kenzie calls out. “Hey, Mom, did you pick up my new sketchpad yet?”

“No.” Mom gives her an unapologetic look before going back to her laptop. Her nose is always stuck in that thing.

Kenzie turns back to the TV. “It’s been two weeks,” she mumbles.

“What was that?” Mom’s rabbit ears perk up, her voice all pissy. I stop at the bottom of the steps to watch. Usually, I’m the one in trouble, like 99.9% of the time.

Kenzie swipes her blonde bangs out of her red face. “It’s been two weeks,” she says softly.

Mom’s lips twist into a frown. “I told you I’d get it, but I’ve been very busy lately. If you would like to get a job to buy your own crap, please feel free. Until then, you can wait till I find time to stop by the art store.”

I almost laugh. Please. She only works forty-hour weeks and never on the weekends. If she didn’t hang out at the gym or the bars so often, she’d have more time.

Kenzie’s eyes fall my way.

“Don’t look at me.” I run up the stairs. I’m not her errand girl.

I have about an hour to shower and get ready and make brunch. Eddie will be back then, and I don’t want to subject him to Mom’s interrogation on his own. I blast my music on high before heading to the bathroom, and after that, I head downstairs to make Eddie’s favorite breakfast: scrambled eggs and bacon. None of which we would’ve had in the fridge if I hadn’t gone shopping yesterday.

Soon the table is set for four with the freakishly unbreakable, ugly Corelle with its gaudy pears and cherries on the rim. A large scratch stretches across the tabletop, and we have only one set of matching chairs. The other two are completely different.

I got over being embarrassed about Mom’s furniture long ago.

“Where is he?” Mom checks her phone for the third time. “I have errands to run.”

Yeah, like to the liquor store. “I thought you were going to stay around for brunch.” The words slip out before I can stop them. So dumb. We’d all prefer if she isn’t here.

“Fine. I’ll do it later.” She sighs like I asked her to go save the world… Again.

Eddie returns shortly, and we all sit at the table to eat. Kenzie picks at her food, her eyes only on her plate. She never talks much when Eddie’s here; she can’t stand him. Usually, Mom can’t either unless he’s helping her with something like changing the oil on her car or fixing a toilet that never stops running.

At least Kenzie complimented my flowers earlier.

“Don’t we have orange juice?” Mom asks.

“No, I forgot.” She should do the grocery shopping sometimes.

“Nancy, these eggs are wonderful,” Eddie says, his mouth full of food. “Some of the best I’ve ever had.”

“Why, thank you.” Mom beams.

Seriously? He should know better. She doesn’t cook anything unless it’s frozen, and I’m the one who cooks dinner all the time at his house. I open my mouth, but Eddie grabs my thigh before the words rush out.

He winks, and my heart flutters. I love this guy.

“Oh, Kenzie, I won’t be around for dinner. I’m going to Renee’s tonight after we hit the gym,” Mom says. I’m pretty sure that if they served drinks at the gym, she would live there. “Are you seeing Emery tonight?”

“No, he’s doing something with a friend.” She brightens. “And Dad texted me a bit ago and asked if I’d go out to dinner.”

Mom’s nose wrinkles, but she says nothing. I bet her dad won’t show. He’s canceled on her the last two times.

Kenzie shrugs. “I’ll see Emery tomorrow.”

“Oh yeah, your nerd date.” Yawn. All they do when they’re together is homework: two geeks meant for each other.

She scowls, but Mom didn’t hear me, and Eddie smiles over his cup of apple juice as Mom talks about something Renee is doing. His grin makes my heart thump. Alone time is what we need, and I want to finish what we started in the car earlier.

*

After hanging with Eddie all afternoon, he drops me off at home. The cold air blasts me as I stare into the half-empty fridge. I should’ve picked up more food when I was at the store. The milk will be gone soon and bread too, but you can bet your ass Mom never runs out of beer and wine.

It’s not as if we’ll starve, but I’d appreciate if she would act like a mom every once in a while.

“Hey, Kenzie, what do you want for dinner tonight?”

“I’m going out with my dad, remember?” Kenzie’s head pops up over the worn-out couch. “You want to come with?”

Dinner with Scott and Kenzie? Not exactly great conversation, but better than a bowl of soup, which is the only easy thing in the cupboard.

“Sure. Eddie’s not picking me up until nine. That’d be awesome, thanks.”

Kenzie rarely sees her dad, but at least she knows him. I’ve never met mine. Mom says it’s because he’s an ass, and she doesn’t want him in our lives, but I learned the truth long ago.

I plop down on the couch next to her to wait for Scott. Half an hour later, the doorbell rings. Kenzie jumps up, and he shuffles inside in his rumpled shirt and stained khakis. He hasn’t changed much since I saw him six months ago.

The smell of stale cigarettes and cheap cologne hit my nose. The few times Kenzie stays at his house, she comes home smelling like an ashtray. Sometimes it takes two washings to get the smell out.

“I asked Lyrica to come with.” Kenzie turns to me. “Let’s go.”

Scott’s face goes all red. “I’m sorry. She can’t come.”

“Why not?” Kenzie puts on her pouty face.

Scott shifts back and forth on his feet, his eyes looking toward the TV. “I, um… already made reservations, and I can’t change them.”

Liar. I’m 99.9% sure Scott’s never brought Kenzie to a restaurant that takes reservations.

“It’s no big deal. They can bring another chair.” Kenzie glances at me nervously.

“I said no.”

“Don’t worry about it. Another time,” I say.

“Why not?” Kenzie whines.

He clutches her sleeve, jerking her close, and lowers his voice. “I’m in between jobs right now.”

I cover my snort with a cough; he’s always in between jobs.

Scott talks in hushed tones, but I can hear every word.

“I don’t have extra money laying around. Things are kind of tight.”

Kenzie crosses her arms. “Fine, then I don’t want to go.”

“Don’t be a brat.” The defensiveness creeps into his voice. “I want to bring her, but I can’t.”

Kenzie steps back and glares at him. “But you can afford to smoke a pack a day, huh?”

Go, Kenzie! You tell him.

“Now, wait a minute, you can’t—”

“Go.” She grabs his arm and pushes him to the door. He tries to argue, but she yells to get out.

That’s my girl. She needs to stand up more often for herself. Well, not when it’s against me though. Scott glares at me before leaving, and Kenzie flops down on the couch to stew.

I go back to the kitchen again. Poor Kenzie. My dad is only a sperm donor, which I’ve known for seventeen years. I don’t expect I’ll ever see him, and I don’t want to anymore, but Kenzie has to deal with the disappointment of her father all the time.

And to think I used to be jealous because she got to stay with Scott for a week once a year. Looking back now, it’s ridiculous, but once a year was more than never. Years ago I wished Scott was my dad, and I asked her to share. We were both young then, and she said she would. I have a feeling that now she’d say I could have him.

The cold freezer air chills my cheeks. It’s too late to start a frozen lasagna, Kenzie’s favorite, but spaghetti will do. No ground beef, but there’s a jar of sauce and egg noodles.

“Hey, Kenzie.”

She whips her head around, her face still all droopy.

“I’m making spaghetti. You want to make the garlic toast?”

“Yeah.” She brightens and flips off the TV.

She’s pretty chatty while we eat, hiding the disappointment behind all her rambling. After dinner, I call and cancel my plans with Eddie.

“Shit.” He sighs. “What am I supposed to do now? Taryn and Adam have plans, and Dillon’s helping out at Fatty’s.”

“I’m sure you can find something.” My circle of friends is pretty limited to Taryn and the guys, well, and Eddie, of course, but he always seems to know someone when we go to a party.

“I’ll try Clayton.”

“Okay. I’ll call you later.” I hang up, wishing I could leave, but after what happened with the jackass, Scott, I’m not going to ditch Kenzie now.

I call my BFF and find out what special thing she has going on with her boyfriend. Taryn fills me in on their night as I head back down the steps. The Whirly Pop sits out, and Kenzie eyes me as I sit down.

“Okay. I gotta go now.” Taryn, I mouth to Kenzie. “I’ll see you later.”

“You leaving?” Kenzie asks, her voice flat.

“No way. Not missing out on movie night. I’ll see them tomorrow.”

She smiles, and I’m glad I made her feel better.

“Besides, I’m starting my job tomorrow. Maybe I should get some good sleep before that.” My stomach twists at the thought of my job at the coffee shop. It’s the first job I’ve had, and nobody thinks I can hack it. Even Mom said I won’t last a week.

“Oh yeah.” Her voice loses all enthusiasm. She doesn’t have faith in me either and thinks I’m taking advantage of the assistant manager, which is so untrue.

We watch two movies and down three bowls of buttery goodness. About midnight, the garage door opens, and a minute later, Mom wobbles in the kitchen, giggling. “Don’t.” She laughs.

Kenzie and I exchange glances when we hear the deep voice with her.

“Oh.” The clicking of heels stops, and we both turn to see the surprise on both her and the guy’s faces; he pulls his arm off her waist, and Mom sways on her heels. “I thought you were with your father tonight.”

Kenzie turns back around and taps her watch, giving me the is-she-crazy look.

I say what she’s thinking. “It’s twelve-fifteen.”

“Yes, well…” She looks at the guy, who is at least ten years younger.

“You want to go to my place?” he says.

She nods. “Girls, I’ll be home in a few hours.”

Is she kidding? She won’t be home until morning.

“Yeah, okay. Whatever, Mom.” I turn the movie back on, and the door slams shut.

 


Chapter Two

I clasp Eddie’s necklace around my neck and slide my hands over my black miniskirt as I check out the mirror the next night. Looks good.

Mom glares at me when I come downstairs in her new royal blue shirt. “Did I say you could wear my top?” Her beer clunks on the table.

“Yes.” Total lie. “The other night when you and Renee were here after the bars.”

Doubt flashes in her eyes. Even if she had said it, she’ll never remember because she was so shit-ass drunk.

“Don’t ruin it. Your sister never returns anything to me broken.”

The favored sister slumps down on the couch to make herself disappear. One time, two years ago, I ruined a pair of her shoes, and Mom still can’t let it go.

Eddie picks me up, and the rap music blares in his cancer-ridden car. I reach over to lower the volume, and he slaps my hand away. I hate that crap—I can’t sing to it, but Eddie only listens to rap.

The pungent smell of pot hits my nose as we walk into Eddie’s house. Taryn is squashed between Adam and Eddie’s brother on the couch. She whips her head around to say hello, and her long bleach-blonde hair slaps Adam’s face, giving him a mouthful of hair. He spits it out with a laugh.

Eddie’s brother stares off toward the muted TV, a joint in hand. No nod or no hello from the guy who spends half his life sitting on his couch stoned. Eddie smokes pot, but nothing like his brother. He’d move out if he could, but rent is cheap. He just has to keep the door to his basement room locked because his brother has sticky fingers.

Dillon’s at the table with Eddie’s other roommates.

“Lyrica,” Dillon calls my name in a high-pitched goofy drawl. His hood is pulled tight, only showing his scrunched-up face. “C’mon, girl, I’m… talking… to… you.”

I concentrate but can’t figure out who he’s trying to be. Dillon’s a master impersonator, but along with making us laugh, it mostly gets him into trouble with the teachers.

“What?” I say.

He lets go of the strings and pushes his hood back, freeing the shaggy black mop he calls hair.

“Geez, buddy, you need a haircut. Right, Taryn?”

She yells a yes out, but he narrows his eyes on me for a moment. His hair is his excuse. He’s never had good luck with the girls, and he blames it on his looks but refuses to change what he can.

“Next week,” he says, his typical answer. “Now listen. We were having an important discussion.” Dillon holds back his smile, which rarely leaves his face unless he’s trying to make us think he’s serious when he isn’t. His left eyelid is half-closed, as it’s been his whole life. “Mario or Luigi?”

I let out a laugh, and Dillon frowns.

“Luigi,” Taryn yells from the couch.

“Luigi.” I grin.

“You’re saying that because she did.” Dillon points to Taryn and gives a phony huff.

Totally true. I don’t care about Mario or Luigi or whatever video game they’re staring at. Taryn appears by my side. I smell her detergent scent before I see her. She uses way too much when she washes her clothes, so even by the end of the day, she still smells fresh and clean.

“So, how was your first day?” she asks.

“Oh yeah, you started your new job today. I forgot.” Eddie shrugs. I’ve been waiting for him to ask me about it.

“You spill hot coffee on anyone?” Dillon asks.

“No.” I roll my eyes. “It won’t be bad. Once I learn what all the drinks are.” Lattes, cappuccinos, espressos. My job would be so much easier if people just drank plain coffee. Decaf or regular is all I’d have to remember. Thank god the assistant manager, Cyrus, made a cheat sheet for me to help.

“I still think you shoulda been a personal escort. Mucho money with that job.” Dillon says with a straight face, and Eddie kicks him under the table.

“Did Cyrus train you in?” Taryn asks, a twinkle in her eyes. I send her a look. Eddie doesn’t know about Cyrus or how he has a crush on me, which is how I got the job after all. Eddie doesn’t have to worry though because Cyrus is a good boy, along with being the brother of Kenzie’s boyfriend, Emery. After I met Cyrus, I figured out where Emery got his love of everything boring from.

“So you gonna bring us free drinks all the time?” Adam says from the couch. He winks, then slides his eyes over to Taryn. His face says he misses her even though she’s a few feet away.

Life isn’t fair. Taryn gets a guy with a tough exterior but a soft romantic side, a guy who calls her honey, who calls to say goodnight, who says I love you a lot. I also get the guy with the tough exterior. But he’s the one who doesn’t have a romantic bone in his body, who forgets to return my calls, who won’t say I love you unless nobody else is around.

I’m the one who’s into all the lovey-dovey stuff, not Taryn.

“You don’t drink coffee.” Taryn walks back and pats his arm.

“Thanks for suggesting the job,” I tell Taryn. Neither Mom or Eddie think I can handle it. Even Kenzie thinks I’ll quit and leave Cyrus hanging, but that won’t happen.

Taryn smiles warmly; she has faith in me.

We party upstairs for most of the night. About two a.m., I drag Eddie away—he talks too much. I lock his door to keep anyone from walking in on us because Dillon and Adam think they’re funny, trying to catch me and Eddie having sex. I also want to make sure none of those creepers who showed up wander down here.

Then I go to the bathroom to brush my teeth. Eddie waits for me in bed, a smile on his face. I strip down and crawl under the covers with him.

*

When I get home the next day, I close the door quietly and take off my heels. Mom’s gonna throw a hissy fit. But the lights are off, and the shades are drawn. A good sign.

Damn. She’s hunched over the table, spinning her empty coffee cup. “Where the hell have you been?” Her voice is low and threatening.

“Eddie’s,” I answer, skipping up the steps. I don’t need this now after being up so late.

Bang—a chair slams into the floor, freezing me on the stairs. Mom takes her anger out on the furniture and remote controls, hence the reason for the miss-matched chairs.

“Get your ass down here.” She straightens up, arms folded, venom shooting out of her eyes as the poor chair sits on its side. Luckily, it doesn’t appear to have any broken bones. “You’re seventeen years old, Lyrica. Do you think you can come and go as you please?”

I try keep the smirk off my face but can’t, and she yells louder for me to get back down, so this time I follow her orders and sit, putting my bag on my lap.

She launches into a lecture about responsibility and respect. That her teenage daughter cannot be spending the night at her boyfriend’s house. I concentrate on the peeling sticker stencils above our front door. Home Sweet Home, the words Mom pasted up when she went through a decorating phase. What a joke; she’s home less than us.

“One phone call. That’s all it takes. I never have to worry about your sister. Emery always brings her home on time, and I never stay up late wondering where she’s at or who she’s sleeping with. What happens when you get pregnant, huh?” Her face scrunches tight. “I refuse to take care of your baby while you party all night long. Eddie will drop your pregnant ass before the baby’s even born.”

Please, the same old argument all… the… time. My jaw aches because I’m clenching my teeth tightly, the heat rising inside me. She’s always so quick to hate on Eddie. He doesn’t deserve it.

“Eddie’s a great guy, and I’d be proud to have his baby.”

I check for steam rising off her head. A baby would cramp my style, but I know the effect of my words.

I stand. “I love Eddie, and if you don’t like it, too bad for you.”

Her mouth opens and closes several times, but no words come out. She slams the chair into the table. “You’re grounded,” she screams as I walk away. “Two weeks, Lyrica.”

Whatever. As if her grounding will hold up. Besides, she’s never here to enforce it. I kick my bedroom door open; Kenzie about jumps. I need a sister who has a life.

She pulls out her earbuds and looks at the clock, and I toss my bag on my bed.

“You just get home?” Her nose wrinkles up.

I’m so damn tired of her condescending attitude. Fifteen-year-old Kenzie would never stay out all night at her boyfriend’s. How scandalous.

“So?” I kick my shoes off into the corner and pull off Eddie’s sweatshirt and add it to the pile of clothes on the floor. She opens her mouth to say something but closes it. I think she finally realizes that the more she complains about my clothes, the messier I become.

I take off my shirt and jeans. Kenzie blushes because of my slutty lingerie and looks down at her magazine. I throw the rest of my clothes onto the floor and grab a semi-clean t-shirt and shorts.

The bed calls, and I slip under the covers and push my bag toward the wall. I have that gun inside it, but I can’t hide it away until Kenzie’s gone. Eddie would be pissed if he found out I carry it around a lot. I wanted it because of the creepy people who come and go from his brother’s house. I hate being alone in Eddie’s basement apartment, but he laughed when I told him that. So I said I needed it because of Mom’s slimy boyfriend. Mom doesn’t even have a boyfriend now, but he wouldn’t know the truth.

I sneak a look at Kenzie as she reads her magazine. Nobody would ever guess we’re sisters. Kenzie with her pale skin and natural blonde hair and me with my dark skin and jet-black hair. That’s what happens when you have two different fathers.

My eyes are heavy, and my head sinks into my pillow, then sleep overtakes me.

 


Chapter Three

I blare classic rock music and sing as I drive my new car to work. New being a relative term since this car is a piece of crap. But it’s my piece of crap, and it has a terrific sound system thanks to Eddie. I rub the smooth music notes on the necklace Eddie gave me.

It’s day two of work this week, one month into my new job, and I’m glad to get out of the house since Mom will be home tonight. She and I aren’t getting along, which is one of the reasons I took the job. To escape the house and her. I usually work two nights during the school week and then the weekend. The only downside is I don’t get to see Eddie as much. Not that I want to see him tonight either because he’s been such an ass this week.

I step inside Yo Java and take a deep breath—ahhh. Sometimes I go outside to clear my nose so I can soak up that fresh-brewed coffee smell one more time.

“Hello, Lyrica.” Cyrus gives me a wave. “I see you got a car.”

“Yes, Cyrus. I saved up all my paychecks, and Mom loaned me the rest.” Not quite true, but everything fell together so nicely. After four weeks at my job, Mom decides to give me the money for the car because she’s tired of driving me back and forth. Then Eddie kicks in five hundred dollars, and Adam helps me find a cheap car that needs engine work, and he fixes everything, only charging me the cost of parts.

“See.” Cyrus gives me a knowing look. “I told you if you budget wisely, you can do it.”

“Yes, you did.” I turn my head before rolling my eyes. Budget wisely. What a nerd. I head back to the kitchen to grab my black apron. Mr. Peniston, the owner, could really use some style advice on employee uniforms. It’s like he’s got a bunch of penguins in black pants and white shirts working for him.

Pam gives me the I-have-to-work-with-you-today look, and I send it right back. She’s got a major attitude, which isn’t a surprise considering she’s forty-something and works in a coffee shop.

My phone buzzes in my back pocket, and I read the text from Eddie. It’s the first he’s spoken to me since our fight last night.

Bring toilet paper when you come. It’s the least you could do since I bought your stupid car.

This again? He did not.

And it’s not my fault I can’t pee standing up. I sigh and text him.

Will steal some from home. Or maybe Yo Java.

He doesn’t answer back, and I wonder what he’s doing now.

Things are slow, and instead of thinking of my asshole boyfriend, I amuse myself by counting the number of times Cyrus waves his hands around when he talks. He waves. He points. He jabs. He swings. His hands move as much as his mouth sometimes. When that bores me, I watch the clock until Cyrus asks me to man the front counter so Pam can take her break. Nobody is around, and I stare at the register. Eddie always complains about money, but he has a decent job. It’s all the pot he smokes.

The door chimes ring, and I stand straight and force a smile on my face. Except it turns real when I see it’s that pilot who stops in every day after her last flight. She never wears her cap inside, but her blue uniform is cool, so official and important looking. Everybody looks at her when she enters a room.

“Welcome to Yo Java. Large chamomile tea?” I ask with a wink.

“Yes, thank you,” she says, money already in her hand. Never once has she ordered anything different, at least when I’ve been working.

While I prepare the tea, I talk over my shoulder. “Still flying to Omaha?”

“Yup.” She laughs.

“It’s still a cool job.” Flying the skies, being in control of something so huge.

“One of my coworkers got upgraded to better routes, and I’m holding out hope I will soon too. Might take me a few years to get to those overseas flights though.” She cracks a smile.

“Here’s your tea.” I hand her the cup, and she hands me money. “Thanks for stopping by, and have a great evening.” She’s always in and out.

“Thanks, Lyrica.” She gives me a wave and rushes out, and I go to help the next customer. Then the next until finally it’s quiet again. I lean back against the counter and stare at the register.

My phone buzzes. Taryn. I talk to her for a few minutes, give her the low down on me and Eddie’s fight. Money, money, money, his main complaint lately. I use too much toilet paper. I eat too much food.

“Asshole.” Taryn laughs. “It would suck having to pay all those bills on your own though. His rent and utilities. And his car. I’m lucky my mom pays for all that.”

I sigh, knowing full well what she’s doing. She’s right, I guess. Eddie dropped out of school last winter in the middle of his junior year because he couldn’t bear to live with his mom, and sometimes he blames me for that choice.

“I’ll tell you what,” Taryn continues. “I’ll donate some toilet paper. I mean, I’m the other girl there using it all up.”

A laugh escapes. She always knows how to cheer me up. “I gotta go. Cyrus is giving me the evil eye. I’ll call you later.”

There’s lots of reasons why I don’t want to mess up this job at Yo Java, and Taryn is probably the number one. She’s the only one who believes in me, and I can’t stand to have her know I messed up. I wish Eddie believed in me like she did.

A little later, Cyrus trots up to the counter and holds out a full cup. “Lyrica.” He frowns. “You forgot to put whipped cream in that girl’s drink.”

I take the cup and squirt in the whipped cream. He could’ve done that. Cyrus returns the drink and comes back.

“What’s going on? You seem stressed out.” Cyrus waits until Pam isn’t around before he gives me the I’m-your-boss-but-also-your-friend routine.

“Nothing.”

Surprisingly, he doesn’t question me anymore and rambles about one of his college classes, which triggers something in my brain.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” I lean against the counter. “I’ve got a great idea for Mr. Peniston. You should talk to him.”

“Lyrica,” Pam calls me from the back. “Can I get some help?”

“Just a minute.” Can’t she see I’m talking? “Some flowers would really brighten up the place. Little vases on the tables. Wouldn’t that be awesome? I’m getting really good at dying them, but he wouldn’t have to do that. He could buy regular flowers.”

Cyrus turns back to the counter and rearranges things. He’s always rearranging things, doing something. I want to take his battery out so he’ll just stop for a minute.

“That’s not a bad idea. I’ll mention it to him.”

“Lyrica,” Pam yells again.

“Can you wait one flipping minute?”

Cyrus frowns. Okay, I shouldn’t have yelled, but none of the customers heard me.

“Why don’t you go see what she needs,” Cyrus says, and I trudge back to the kitchen.

“Don’t worry. I got it,” Pam snarls.

I leave so I don’t get into it with her. She thinks she’s so tough, but she’s not the one with a gun sitting outside in her car.

Someone approaches the counter, and I tell Cyrus I’m cleaning tables. Less chances of screwing orders up if I’m not making them. Besides, he likes making drinks.

I love Yo Java, with its woodsy décor. There are lots of dark wood booths and several comfy maroon and hunter-green chairs, but the fireplace isn’t running since it’s only September.

“Hey, Lyrica.”

Haylee is heading toward me. She goes to a different school, is more of a party friend, so we’re not close. Not like me and Taryn.

“I heard you were working here. How’s it going?” She tucks her hair behind her ear. I wish I could get my wavy hair straight like hers. I wasted my money on a cheap flat iron once, and it took forever to straighten my hair. Haylee said hers doesn’t take long, but she paid over a hundred fifty dollars for it, a luxury I can’t afford.

“It’s a job.” I shrug. “Heard I missed an awesome party Saturday night.”

“Saturday?” Her brows quirk up, and she eyes me funny.

“Yeah. Didn’t Eddie go with you, Clayton, and Ellis? The one with the big fight?”

“Oh yeah. I was thinking about Friday. The whole damn weekend runs together sometimes. Those two guys were animals.”

“I thought Eddie said it was some chick and her boyfriend.”

“I really need to cut back on the pot.” She giggles, showing her perfect, straight teeth.

“Lyrica.” Cyrus pops his head around the corner. “We could use your help.”

“Yes, sir.” I salute him before turning back to Haylee. “Guess I’d better go back to work. Oh, almost forgot. Taryn and I thought of someone to set you up with.”

Haylee has been complaining about all the asshole guys out there, so Taryn and I took on the challenge to find her someone. I tried to set her up with Dillon once, but she wasn’t interested. Dumb on her part because he’s super funny and is one of my best friends, the brother I wish I had.

“Awesome. Give me a call sometime.”

I return to the front counter.

“What… can I… help you… with… Mr. Boss-man?” I sing to the tune playing on the radio. Cyrus smiles, but Pam rolls her eyes behind him. She doesn’t like when I sing, which makes me do it all the more often. I hate the station they have playing
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