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    To the women of the Complex Trauma Recovery Group. I could not have imagined better companions for this journey.
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WHILE THIS IS, AT ITS core, a romance novel, the characters are dealing with difficult issues and situations. My characters curse and sex is open door.

On the page:
Depiction of a panic attack and a mental break, physical assault, attempted rape.
Discussions by characters:
Mental health, past sexual assault of a minor, death of a partner, consensually unclear sexual situation.
Please read with due care for your own well-being.
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SEPTEMBER 2018

“Karen?” 

I can see the delivery guy, squinting at his clipboard, pushing a stack of large boxes on a dolly. It’s probably the copies of Liam’s books I’m looking for, but I’ll make him sweat. Or at least take a better stab at my name first. He looks around again, catches my eye and says, “Karen Morgan?” I hold out my hand for the delivery slip and see my name clearly typed at the top. 

“Carine. Carine Morhan. Yes, those are mine.” I scrawl my name across the bottom of the delivery slip. 

The guy looks at it for a second before he replies, “Oh, yeah. Morhan like Morhan Industrial?” He looks both impressed and confused.

“Exactly like that. No relation, though.” Apparently, that’s good enough to relieve his confusion and he slides the heavy boxes off the dolly, almost tipping the stack into the table I’ve just spent the last hour setting up. 

Liam sidles up behind me and says, “Better not let the Wickeds catch you disowning them like that.”

“They disowned Dev first,” is my short reply. “If they wanted to be related to me, they would have come to the funeral.” Or at least made some effort to contact Booker, I continue the thought silently. Not for the first time. 

Liam looks critically at the booth setup, shuffles a few minor things around, and then watches me seat the heavy boxes underneath the table, where they’re concealed by the long tablecloth. I huff a little as I slide the last box in place. The ballroom is starting to fill up and I feel anxiety skitter across my skin like salt spray. “Are we done here? I should jet before the public finds out you let a little girl do all your heavy lifting.” I try to give him a sassy smile, but it’s half assed at best.

“Pfft,” he replies. “It’s on brand. I’ll be fine.” He waves at someone behind me, and I look up and around. 

Mistake. Big mistake. There are so many people. I can’t see a clear exit. The skittering anxiety turns into a tsunami of panic. I start to count my breathing, seven beats in through the nose, eleven beats out through the mouth. I scrabble at my phone, trying to open a car share app so I can get out. Liam is talking with someone, but I can’t see who. Their conversation sounds like surf as I hear the blood pound in my ears. I feel the sweat break out all over my body. It’s fine. I am fine. I can call a ride share and go home. Seven in, eleven out. Slow the counting. The sweat is trickling down my spine now and my vision narrows to a tunnel. I fumble the phone, and it falls to the carpet. I try to crouch down to pick it up, but my hands are shaking so hard I can’t get a grip on it. Then my legs go out from under me, and I feel the floor impact my ass as my back bangs against one of the book boxes. I’m still whispering the counting words as I breathe, but they’re coming faster and faster. I sense someone else in front of me, saying something I can’t hear. Whoever it is, it’s not Liam. Too big. Too big! I’m hyperventilating now, and I struggle to push myself away from the person. The boxes that I moved so easily a few minutes ago now feel like they weigh a ton. I cower, trying to wedge myself between them when a hand takes mine. I feel a shriek start to build, but I hear Liam’s voice, familiar. 

“Cari? Car. Stay here. Stay with me. Five. Come on, Car. Five.” He squeezes my hand for a microsecond and then goes back to his looser grip. One I can easily pull out of. 

“Five.” My voice is a shaky squeak. “The pattern on the carpet. A rip in my jeans.” I start to focus a little further away from me, meeting Liam’s gaze to my left. “Your glasses are crooked. A scuff on the box. Your ugly tie.”

Liam smiles a tiny bit but won’t break my gaze. “Good,” he says. “Four.”

“Someone laughing. A rock song, a ring tone. Water running. Maybe the fountain? My heartbeat in my ears.”

“Three”

“The carpet is soft. My shirt is sticking to my back. Your hands are dry. You need to moisturize.”

Liam’s smile becomes a bit more genuine, “Awww. You do care. Two”

“Candle wax. Shit, did I spill the candles?” 

“No, Car, they’re fine. That’s one, what else?” 

“Limes. Why do I smell limes?”

“In a minute. One.”

“Vanilla from my lip balm.” Liam continues to watch me as I go back to counting my breathing. I grab for his other hand and squeeze, left then right, left then right. Once he has the pace, he continues to squeeze and I whisper, “I am safe, whole, and well. I can leave at any time. I am okay.” I repeat the mantra a dozen times before I nod at him to stop. I manage to take in a full, shuddering breath. I hear an unfamiliar low voice rumble from my right side. I startle hard enough to drop the phone I had just managed to get a grip on. I look up, and up, and meet the intense green gaze of the most beautiful man I’ve seen in a long while. It’s his cologne that smells like limes.
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“ARE YOU OKAY?” I TRY to keep my voice soft, soothing. I guess it’s not enough because her whole body jerks in surprise as she seems to see me for the very first time. She drops her phone, then looks down at the floor. She concentrates intently as she tries to pick her phone up one more time.

“Peachy,” she mumbles. “Look, Liam -”

He cuts her off. “You need to get home.” He curls her hands around her phone, then looks around. We’re starting to attract a crowd, and most of them look to be ladies of a certain age set to swoon over Liam McNaughton and get their books signed. He looks at me, a bit frantic, and says, “can you give her a ride?”

“What?” I ask. It’s in stereo as the woman also says, ‘what?’ but with a panic twist in her voice that raises the pitch of her question to a squeak.

“A ride,” he says. “She needs one. You can give her one. I swear to all the writer gods I will put you in front of my agent tomorrow morning if you just get her home safe. Please. Tighe.”

“Fine,” I sigh, “but it better be one hell of a breakfast meeting.” I’m a bit put out. I was supposed to meet Liam’s agent tonight. I was supposed to watch him work this crowd, maybe meet a few more writers. But I’m a sucker for a damsel in distress, so I’ll get her home, make sure she’s safe. 

“Thank you!” I suspect Liam didn’t mean to let that much relief show. I file that away for later. “Cari, this is my writer friend Tighe I told you about. Tighe, this is Carine, but she goes by Cari. I’ll text you the address.” He turns away from us, switching us off as he greets the group of women with their well-thumbed copies of his book. “Ladies! Don’t crowd! There’s more than enough of me to go around.” He smiles his trademark sly grin, and I watch three dozen women melt. I wish I had half his game. 

I turn and extend my arm to Cari. She cocks a brow in my direction, looks at my extended arm like it’s some kind of odious reptile, crouches down to pick up a well-worn chocolate brown leather jacket and matching shoulder bag, and turns toward the nearest exit. She wobbles a bit as she stands, but she shakes off the steadying hand I place under her elbow.

She doesn’t seem like Liam’s type, really. He likes them skinny and stupid. This woman radiates a confidence I usually don’t see outside a boardroom. She holds her head high, her brown curls tumbling down her back in a loose ponytail. She’s well proportioned, well-muscled, but not even the most charitable great-aunt would call her slender. And she’s clearly not stupid. I wonder what their deal is as I walk a few paces behind her.

She strides briskly to the nearest exit. Her steps become surer as she nears the outside. I realize that she walks like my sister’s chihuahua, taking up as much room as she can. She’s short, maybe five foot three, but she leaves the impression that she’s much larger. She walks through the room like she owns the place, and everyone should get the fuck out of her way. Mostly they do. One poor oblivious dudebro is gawking and chatting with his friend when he meanders across her path. She shoulder-checks him without mercy and shoots him a glare deadly enough to have him apologizing profusely. She waves off the apology and continues to the exit. 

My phone pings with Liam’s incoming text. I enter the address into a mapping app and stop dead when it turns up as a beachfront place. Even in Manhattan Beach, it’s an address that means cash. I reconsider my initial assessment of her faded jeans and worn sweatshirt. 

I look up from my phone and realize she’s made it outside the convention center. As I push through the exit door to follow, I’m blinded by the sunlight. When my vision clears, I see her standing beside a low planter and typing on her phone. She doesn’t look up as I approach her, but as soon as I’m within comfortable conversation distance, she says, “Don’t sweat it. I’ll call a ride share. Hide in the bathroom for half an hour or something and then tell Liam I’m fine.”

“Unlikely,” I reply. I swipe one finger across her phone, exiting the app. “I’m not Liam. I don’t weasel out of promises. I’m parked over here.” Her whole face twitches, like a grin escapes for a millisecond before she blanks her face. Then she rolls her eyes and exaggeratedly turns in the direction I indicate. The gentlemanly thing to do would have been to bring the car around, but I don’t trust her to wait. 

“So,” she says, matching my stride as we cross the scorching asphalt, “I was going to ask how well you knew Liam, but then, you know, the whole weasel comment.” I wait for her to continue, impressed that she can keep pace with me. I’m not much over average height, a couple inches shy of six feet, but I’ve got legs for days. “He sent you my address?”

“In Manhattan Beach?”  She nods. I show her my mapping app and she nods confirmation. I hit my remote to unlock the car and swing open the door of my candy apple red ’73 Stingray. She doesn’t get in right away and I see she’s admiring the car. It is, indeed, a beauty, and I’m glad she appreciates it. It’s a nice day, so the T roofs are out. She slides inside, smoothing her hand over the butter soft leather of the seats. 

“Not original.” It’s not a question.

“No. I like what I like. I wanted a car I liked and could use. Not one that I had to treat like my Gran’s best china.” She gives a short hum in reply. I close her door carefully and walk around the front to get behind the wheel. I fire up the engine and realize my error. I’d had the stereo blasting when I pulled in. It’s not original either and it’s still cranked to eleven. A Groove Armada tune is putting the sub through its paces, and the whole car shudders for a second before I frantically spin the volume knob down to something reasonable. I turn to see her reaction, make sure I haven’t sent her spiraling again. She’s regarding me solemnly, with a sparkle in her dark blue eyes that could be panic. For a long moment we don’t speak. A man could drown in eyes like that. I come to my senses as I hear my name.

“Tighe?”

“Yes?” I don’t know what I was expecting her to say. A thank you, maybe. Maybe an apology for her meltdown. What she says is so completely not that that it takes me a minute to comprehend it.

“Sorry about your dick.”
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WHAT. THE ACTUAL. FUCK. Just came out of my mouth? I mean I yell it at the dudebros with bass that shakes the fault lines all the time, so not completely out of context, but holy hell, Cari. Filters exist. Maybe try and engage one. I’m so stunned by my own stupidity that I just stare. His eyes are green, with sparks of gold that look like fractured glass, and he’s got those unfairly long guy lashes a shade darker than his fashionably tousled cinnamon hair. I’m still staring at him when the realization hits him. 

“My what? You’re what?”

I decide to brave it out and see what happens. “It’s just that when a guy who looks like you drives a car like this with a sub like that, well...” I trail off, gesturing vaguely.

“Maybe I’m compensating?” It comes out clipped. He’s pissed. Rightly so. But then he looks at me sideways and asks, “A guy who looks like me?”

“Genie du Maal” It slips out in a whisper.

“Is that French or are you having a seizure?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Sorry,” I say. “Brain’s still not quite online. It’s French. The Genius of Evil.”

“You think I look evil.” His eyes are flat now, like he regrets starting this whole thing. 

“Nonono,” I correct. “It’s a statue. By one of the Geef brothers back in the day.”

“Now I look like a statue?” Still pissed.

“God, no. I mean, yes, but it’s not an insult.” I shove my hand into my hair in frustration and accidentally snag the hair tie, ripping my ponytail half out. “Ow! Fuck.” I spend a minute extracting the tie and root through my purse for a folding brust. I rip it through my hair, and I see Tighe wince. I brush more carefully, twisting my hair into a braid. I’m so afraid to open my mouth for fear of what else might come out that we just sit in awkward silence for about ten minutes. 

Finally he sighs. “Carrie -”

“Cari,” I interject.

“I’d like to be sorry, but I don’t think I have it in me right now. Cari, I have known you for maybe twenty minutes and you are the most confusing human being I’ve ever encountered. If you ever meet my sister, you’ll understand the implications of that.”

I feel my face start to twist up like I’m going to cry, but I hold it in. Fuck therapy. I need to save face right now. “Yeah,” I reply when I think I have it under control, “I don’t make a great first impression.” There’s a tiny wobble in my words but Tighe doesn’t seem to notice. 

“I would very much appreciate if you would be willing to explain, using small words, what the fuck you’re talking about?”

“Small words? I can do that.” I attempt to gather my thoughts. They’re off frolicking in a mental meadow, and it takes me long enough that Tighe glances over at me. “Sorry. Ummmm. Once upon a time in Poland -”

“Poland? I thought it was a French thing?”

“The sculptures were named in French, the church they were made for was in Poland.”

“Okay, Poland. Gotcha.”

I glance over at him, but he’s focused on the road. “There was a sculptor named Joseph Geefs who was commissioned to create a statue of Lucifer for the church. Mostly at the time it’s agreed that Lucifer was the most beautiful of all the angels, so Geefs sculpts this objectively hot dude with bat wings who’s only wearing a dish towel. He calls it the Angel of Evil or L’ange du Maal and installs it at the church. Political uproar ensues. The statue will cause impure thoughts in the hearts of unmarried young ladies of the parish. Not to mention that the husbands of the parish ain’t ever gonna measure up, if you catch my meaning. So the church removes the statue and commissions Geef’s brother to sculpt a replacement. No one knows if he was pissed about how his brother was treated or if he didn’t understand the assignment, but the replacement statue is much more detailed and objectively hotter than the first one. The brother called his statue Genie du Maal. The Genius of Evil.”

“What happened to that statue, if it was worse than the first one?” 

“That’s all of the story I know. There’s some speculation that both brothers used the same model for their sculptures, and they’re both on display now.” I drop my hands helplessly into my lap and twist my fingers together.

“So you’re saying that I look like the statue that’s hotter than the one that got whatshisface in trouble in the first place. But also that you think I’m compensating for something.”

I don’t trust the humor in his voice. I don’t know him. So I apologize. “I’m sorry I said that. Panic attacks leave me very dysregulated and the brain to mouth interface malfunctions.” I’m still looking at my hands as I register the GPS’s spoken directions. We’re turning on to my street. Well, I think, it’s a damn good thing I’m not in the market. Otherwise this would be a fuck up of epic proportions and today’s been trying enough.
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AS WE TURN ONTO HER street, I assess her neighborhood. Eclectic is how it would be described in a real estate brochure. Maybe BoHo or unpretentious. Weathered surf rentals rub shoulders with McMansions. Or maybe it’s McVillas. Tenement housing is shoved up against ostentatious buildings made mostly of glass. 

“This is mine.” She points at a white stucco wall with a pair of beautiful teak garage doors, a single and a double. Maybe not so much money, then, if it’s just a suite. “Here is fine.” She’s fishing in her bag for a remote and she thumbs the smaller garage door open. I’ve pulled too far ahead to see inside. She opens the door and slides out. She doesn’t say goodbye, just closes the door carefully. She strides into the open garage, and I wait for the door to close. It doesn’t.  A glance around the street confirms nothing is coming, so I back up to see what the problem is. Just as I’m rolling in front of the garage door, the rumble of the ‘Vette engine is joined by the purr of a smaller motor. I jump out, leaving the ‘Vette idling.

“What the hell?” I yell as I spot the motorcycle she’s started. I don’t know anything about motorcycles, but it looks big, or at least too big for her. Cari is now sporting a white jacket and is holding a full-face helmet bedecked with a blue and purple dragon. The same dragon is picked out on her jacket in threads of blue and purple glitter. I gesture at her to turn off the bike. She gestures back at the car, idling loudly. I stomp over and turn the key in the ignition, and she does the same, much calmer. 

“I told you,” she says. “I’m dysregulated. I need to get -” she fumbles for an explanation. “I need to get back in my body. I need to do something that forces me to stay in the environment. So I’m going for a ride.”

“You cannot honestly expect me to believe that you should be allowed to ride in traffic, putting who the hell knows how many lives at risk. You can’t ask me to stand by and let you kill yourself, or some innocent motorist or pedestrian.” She flinches a little when I say that, and I take it as I sign that she might see sense. “You could barely string a sentence together half an hour ago and you had no idea where you were or who was talking to you. Now you think you’re competent to handle a machine like that?”

“Fucking right I’m competent. And no one is asking you to allow -” she leans heavily on the word, and it oozes sarcasm - “anything. What right do you have to tell me what I may or may not do? You’re not my mom. I don’t even know you. And you sure as hell don’t know a damn thing about me.”

We’re both shouting now, and I don’t really understand why I’m so upset. I hardly know this woman; she’s right about that. What do I care if she decides to smear herself on the pavement? But I promised Liam I’d make sure she was safe, and this does not feel safe at all. Her hands are still shaking as she fumbles with fingerless black leather gloves. They’re well-worn and molded to her hands in a way that indicates frequent use. Once they’re on she goes back to glaring at me. She’s waiting for an answer to something, but I’ve forgotten the question. Oh, yeah. What gives me the right. I take a very deep breath, hold it for a slow count of five, and blow it out. In a much calmer voice, I say, “I promised Liam I’d make sure you were safe.”

The blow-up surprises the hell out of me. I think I expected her to blow up at me, but instead she just throws her head back and howls at the sky.

“Motherfucking Liam Christing interfering McNaughton can fold himself until he’s all corners and roll down the stairs to Hell!” she shouts. She also takes a deep breath but doesn’t hold hers. Instead, she controls both the inhale and the exhale like she did in the convention center. After a smaller inhale she huffs, “Fine. Fucking fine.” She walks to the right and punches a code into a keypad. The larger double garage begins to open. She peeks around the door frame then says, “You can park in there.”

I look inside with interest. The whole setup clearly belongs to a professional mechanic. There’s a pit, a compressor with a hose running up to the center of the ceiling on a swing arm, and racks and racks of tools. I assume the metal rolling bins also contain tools. The shop is meticulously clean. “You promise you won’t take off on me while I’m parking.” The eye roll she gives me is epic. She says nothing, just gestures again to the empty bay. I start the car again and park in the garage. She follows me in and as I’m getting out of the car, she reaches behind me to snag my leather jacket off the rear floor panel. She stalks back over to the smaller garage and walks to an equally neat square shelving unit. She lays my jacket over the seat of the bike as she passes, then places both hands on a round object covered in fabric. Speaking mostly into the shelf, she says clearly, “Fine. If it is so very important to you that you watch over me and make sure I’m safe -” She turns and pushes the object toward me like the medicine ball it resembles. I try and catch it like a medicine ball and fumble it because it’s too light and way too hard. I slide off the fabric cover to reveal another full-face helmet. This one has the same dragon, but in red and black. “- then get on the bike, bitch.”

I stand there with my mouth open. I don’t know how to respond. She watches me for a minute, waiting for an answer. When I don’t say anything, she hangs my jacket on a hook beside the shelf, leans over, and starts the bike again. When she grabs her helmet to swing it on to her head, I realize she’s going to leave if I don’t say something. “Whoa,” I blurt. “You want me to get on the back of the bike?”

“No,” she responds flatly, “I want you to get the fuck out of my way so I can ride. But if you getting on the bike makes that happen faster, I’ll allow it.” She leans on the word ‘allow’ in a way that lets me know I’m not going to live that one down anytime soon. I still don’t really know what to say.  She makes a gesture somewhere between a shrug and an aborted facepalm. “Let me spell it out for you: I am going for a run on the PCH with or without you. I am also currently holding your car hostage.” I didn’t hear the door go down, but when I look out toward the larger garage, it’s closed. Well, shit. She sees me realize she’s holding all the cards and continues. “So here's how this can play out. One - ” she ticks off the point on her finger, “You can get on the bike, come with me, and tell Liam you made sure I was safe. Two - you can admit defeat, I’ll release your car, you’ll go back to the convention and tell Liam what an unhinged whackjob I am, which, rest assured, he’s already aware of, and the two of you will have a good laugh or whatever. Three - sixty seconds from now I will pull out of this garage and the only decision you’ll have left is to decide if you want to be inside or outside when the door goes down. I’ll probably be gone about four hours if that informs your decision. None of these options involve me NOT riding. Choose.” She starts a silent countdown from five with her outstretched hand. 

I decide to wait her out. I cross my arms and leave the helmet dangling from one finger. She meets my gaze steadily until the countdown hits two. Then she grabs the handlebars with her other hand and makes to swing her leg over the bike. Decision, time, Tighe. I walk toward the bike, fully intending to get her to let my car out so I can leave, but I just can’t. I won’t walk away from a woman in need. So I hold out the helmet. “How do I put it on?”

Wordlessly, she models with her own helmet how to pull the straps apart and pull it straight down on my head. It takes me two tries to get it seated right. She adjusts the chin strap until she’s satisfied, then shows me how to find and pull the quick release. Then she plants one hand on the faceplate and holds my head still. I see her other hand move up and I feel pressure on my jaw. A few seconds later a series of boops sounds inside the helmet. Her voice comes through, hardly distorted at all. “This is a comm. It is for emergency alerts only until I say otherwise. In other words, shut the hell up until I tell you it’s okay to talk. Clear?” My inner wiseass wants to yell, “Clear!” as loudly as I can, but I give her a silent thumbs up instead. She gives a small nod of what I hope is approval. I can’t see her expression because her visor is down. She pushes up my visor and then her own. She reaches onto the shelf again and hands me a much newer looking pair of fingerless gloves. “Put on your jacket, and then these. You can listen to music through the comm. I can pair you with my playlist or with your own phone if you’d prefer.” 

“My phone would be nice.” I respond. I want to ask if she’ll be listening to music or focusing on driving. Then I start wondering what kind of music she listens to. I zip up my jacket and pull on the short gloves. It’s a little more difficult than I expected because they have armor over the knuckles. Once they’re on, she pushes on the little comm unit again and gets me to open my phone’s pairing app. She looks over the list and pairs with something called DevCom. 

“Just like any Bluetooth speaker now,” she assures me. I hit play in my music app and the sound blasts out right next to my ears. She spins the volume wheel way down on the comm, with a sparkle in her eyes that looks amused. So glad I could be entertaining. She guides my hand up to the comm and walks me through the simple controls, then shows me the switch on the other side of the helmet that raises and lowers built in sunglasses. Finally, she pulls something else off the shelf. It most closely resembles the harness they make you wear on a zipline, but all the straps are bulky. She holds it out to me like I’m supposed to put it on. 

“What the hell is that?” I ask. 

“Hit vest,” is her terse response. “Portable airbag. No one rides my bike without one.” 

“Except you,” I shoot back. I’m starting to second guess the wisdom of this choice, and it’s making me short-tempered. She unzips her jacket far enough to show a similar strap running down her chest. Then she zips up again and holds out the harness. I shrug into it, and again she fusses with the straps until she’s satisfied. I look like a toddler dressed in dad’s suspenders and I’m grumpy. “How come you get to wear yours on the inside?” Jesus. I even sound like a toddler. 

“Because my jacket’s built to come apart if the airbag deploys. Yours is not.” She folds down the passenger pegs, straddles the bike, and lifts it off the stand, holding it vertical. “One foot on the peg, one hand on my shoulder, one hand on the back pad. Stand on the peg and other leg over to the other peg. Face forward and sit. Grab my shoulders for stability if you need them.” I follow her directions and get seated. Not so bad. I feel movement on my left, realize she’s kicking back the stand and currently has both my weight and the bike stabilized with one leg. I panic and clutch her shoulders. She sits, both feet resting on the ground, and waits. Finally she huffs a sigh into the comm and says, “You need to put your hands on my waist, not on my shoulders.” Right. I’ve seen that in movies. I move my hands down to her waist, but the slick fabric of her jacket doesn’t give me much to hang on to. “From here, it’s like balancing on a bicycle. You, as the passenger, have one job. That job is to keep your body ninety degrees to the road as much as possible. If you throw your weight around too much it messes with my balance and then we’re both in a lot of trouble. It helps if you pick one of my shoulders to look over. Lean back against the back rest as much as is comfortable.” 

Then she kicks the bike into gear and we roll forward out of the garage. Guess I’m committed. Or maybe I just should be.
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MY WORRY THAT THIS was going to be too much like riding with Dev dissipates by the end of the block. Having Tighe up behind is nothing like doubling Dev was. Tighe is stiff, clutching the bike, and by extension, my hips, with his thighs. At the first stop sign, I get his attention in the mirror and tap the play button on my own comm. He starts his playlist, and I can feel him relax a fraction as familiar sounds start up for him. We take it slow as we head down Ocean. I like to ride as close as I can to the beach, but he’s going to throw me if I have to turn onto Gould from Hermosa. I head up to Manhattan instead, and from there onto Gould until I see the exit for Sepulveda. Traffic is light and in less than fifteen minutes we’re cruising down the PCH.

My favorite happy music is playing over the comm. I’m counting my breathing, keeping it moving and tidal. Seven in and eleven out. Not too slow, not too fast. I know a lot of folks that use the ‘in - hold - out - hold’ model but keeping your breath constantly moving is better for anxiety. I play a grounding game, finding something near, middle distance, then far to focus on before returning my focus to my own body. Tighe’s weight is distracting, making Sammy clumsy and harder to handle. If I could just get him to relax, it would be better. I see an opportunity when there’s no other vehicles around, and I wriggle my hips back, trying to get him to spread his knees so I have some room to sit. Every dude on every piece of public transport ever seems to be able to manage it, so it feels like a reasonable ask. This almost goes catastrophically wrong as he flinches and throws us both off balance. I twist the throttle wide open for a few seconds to keep the bike headed straight and huff directly into the microphone. He flinches again at the sound, and I have to cycle my breath four times so I can calmly say, “Please leave me some room to sit. You’re squeezing me off the front of the seat.”

“What am I supposed to hold on to, then?”

“You’re not. You’re supposed to balance yourself. Your hands are supposed to rest on my waist so you can feel when my body is getting ready for a curve or a turn, but this is the PCH, so there’s maybe three of those before Seal Beach.” I feel him make a conscious effort to allow his legs to spread, and I push back against his body with mine so I can get properly seated. He clutches me with his legs for a second before he relaxes again.

I go back to my grounding game, and it takes me twenty minutes or so to realize that all of my near notices are about him. The warmth of his thigh against my hip. How his weight changes the handling of the bike. Even whiffs of lime and amber from his cologne when the wind is right. He’s taking up way too much space in my brain for someone I met an hour ago. I spot the pull-out and turn off, steadying the bike for him to get off. He’s as clumsy as I feared. This is going to be a long afternoon. 

“Is this it? This is nowhere near Seal Beach.”

I pause my music and remove my helmet, encouraging him to do the same. “No, it’s not, but you’re using unfamiliar muscles and wearing unfamiliar equipment. As much as it would be both funny and gratifying to watch you tumble off the back of the bike in a parking lot an hour from now, I’m not that much of an asshole. We’ll stop every half hour or so to stretch.” I demonstrate then, stretching my whole body, reveling in the feel of the lunges and twists. The movement grounds and centers me almost as much as the ride. He tries to follow me, but it’s clear that he’s either very stiff or not very flexible to start. “Couple of deep squats to finish,” I tell him, demonstrating. He only gets a little past ninety degrees before he stands up. “All the way, cowboy,” I tell him from my position resting my elbows on my knees with my ass almost on the ground. He’s game, but wobbly as hell and it takes him almost two minutes to get balanced once he’s down there. When he’s steady, I silently start rolling my neck from side to side and, as I expected, he copies me. It’s enough to destroy his balance and he windmills backward and falls on his ass. He shoots me a glare.

“Did you know that was going to happen?”

He’s so mad I can’t help myself. I burst out laughing. “No,” I grate out between snorts, “but I had high hopes.” His glower just makes me laugh even more. Finally I get myself under control and duck-walk over to give him a hand up.

“Show off,” he mutters as I push myself into a standing position and offer him a hand. He takes it and I see the spark glint in his eye as he does his best to pull me down. I brace myself in the split second’s warning I’m given. I’m stronger than I look, and he gives up after the second try. He gets back to his feet and dusts off his jeans. He’s got a fantastic ass, and I give myself permission to look for a minute before we get back on the bike. He does a little better getting on this time. Less clumsy. He settles back against the back rest immediately and I start the bike, toe it into gear, and continue on. 

Tighe’s posture gets better as we ride, but I still miss Dev like a limb every time we round a curve or pull out to pass. I keep waiting for the dip and shift in weight that helps the bike go where it needs to, but it never comes. Or it comes too late, and I have to overcorrect the other way. Not a dangerous amount. Just enough so that the ride is work instead of meditation. We stop again to stretch somewhere in Long Beach, and he does better with that, too. When we get back on for the final leg, I say into the comm, “I’m available for conversation if you like.”

“About what?” he says.

“You don’t HAVE to talk,” I reply. “I’m just letting you know that I’m back to regulated, and I can spare the attention if you want to.”

“Oh.”

He falls silent until we swing south toward Seal Beach. Then the small talk starts. I loathe small talk.

“How long have you been riding?”

There’s a game I like to play with people who ask empty, polite questions. I answer them completely truthfully, but in a way that leaves them with a totally wrong impression of who I am. Am I an asshole? Maybe, but it weeds out the folks who don’t actually give a damn. I answer, “Motorbikes? Since I was a kid. Got on my first dirt bike when I was seven.”

A true answer, but not one that speaks to what it means to me to be on a bike, flying, fully in control. It doesn’t reveal that the dirt bike belonged to my cousin and biking was the escape I got when my parents were obviously messed up enough that my aunt would have me over for most of the summer. It’s an answer that doesn’t say anything about working any job anyone would let me have to get gas money. It doesn't encompass the hours riding down dark highways, or trying to get lost on back roads, at least until my alleged parents had drunk and drugged themselves senseless and it was safe to grab a few hours of sleep. A true answer, but not a real one. 

“How do you know Liam?”

And sometimes the innocent questions lead to deeper waters. “He was my husband’s best friend.”

“You’re married?”

“Widowed.” That shuts him up for a while. He doesn’t say anything else until we turn off the highway in Seal Beach. I head past the trendy restaurants and beach bars and park behind a building that’s old but well maintained. 

“Is this where you take people to shake them down?” He’s trying to be funny, but there’s a bit too much tension in his voice to make the joke land.

“Nah, this is where I take people when I’m hungry.” I hold the bike steady for him to dismount. He’s stiffened up again, and he kicks me hard in the small of the back on the dismount. 

“Shit. Oh my God. I’m so sorry” he stammers. 

“No worries,” I reply. “That’s what the armor’s for.” I give him a small chuckle to let him know it’s fine, but he still seems overly contrite and genuinely embarrassed. 

I prop Sammy up on her stand and swing my own leg off, giving a quick twist and stretch. Managing Tighe’s weight on the bike was more of a workout than I’ve had in a while. I’m going to feel this one tomorrow. I pull my helmet off and shut down the comm. Tighe does the same, and I lead him to the front entrance of the nondescript diner. 

The weight of the door is familiar and welcoming, as is the jangle of the string of bells. I see Chris look up from the bus pan and he cracks a huge, welcoming smile. 

“Mama Cari!” he calls. “Hey, Pops! Cari’s here! And some dude.” Tighe bridles a little at his addition as an inconsequential afterthought, and I suppress a grin. 

I head for my usual small booth in the back, listening to Chris’ excited chatter, congratulating him on his A in calculus and commiserating over the girl who ditched him for prom. He’s all but vibrating as he waits for me to get my gear off so he can envelop me in a hug. David, his dad, sticks his head out of the swinging door to say hi and chastise Chris for manhandling the customers, but it’s all good humored and so familiar I melt into it with relief.

“Bad one?” Chris whispers in my ear. I nod and he gives me an extra squeeze before he lets me slide into the booth. “How’s Sammy?” he asks in a normal tone.

“Right and tight. Tell Papa Luis thanks for tracking that part down for me.”

“Sure thing. You want the usual?”

“Not today.” I let it show in my eyes a little that I can’t eat just yet. “You got chowder?” I frown when he shakes his head no. “Half a club, then and whatever poor excuse for soup you have instead. And whatever the dude wants.” He nods, yells to his dad that I’m maligning the good name of his mushroom soup, and turns to Tighe, who’s borne mute witness to all of this and has slid into the booth opposite me, seeming slightly bewildered.
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I DON’T KNOW IF I CAN handle more surprises. I was a little surprised when she pulled past some very trendy places, but she isn’t really dressed for them. This place seemed a touch low rent, but maybe the food is to die for. You never know. But then the kid and the cook seemed to know her well. Like family.  I missed most of their conversation because I fouled one of the buckles of the airbag vest thingy, but it seemed familiar and inconsequential. By the time I fix the buckle and get out of the harness and jacket, we’re standing beside a small booth and the kid and Cari are sharing a hug. I sit down and wait for Cari to order. She’s relaxed here, like she’s at home. It looks good on her.

A look passes between them, even as she’s joking with the kid, and he seems a little concerned about her order, but he nods and turns toward me.

“What’s good?” I ask. 

“The usual,” the kid and Cari say in unison and then high five each other. 

“Bacon cheeseburger with loaded fries,” the kid explains.

“I’ll risk it,” I say with a smile. The kid pokes his head through the door and confirms the order with his dad. I look around the place. Sure, it’s older, but it’s clean and well maintained. There’s a couple of families with young kids in booths, one four top crowded with half a dozen teens sharing a couple of milkshakes, and another with two older couples out for a meal together. It’s a real family place. I like the atmosphere. No one seems to pay us a lot of mind. 

Cari sits with her eyes half closed. Her fan of dark chocolate lashes flutter against her cheeks in time to her breathing. She seems to be soaking in the atmosphere, enjoying it. Basking. She’s lost the angry red flush of whatever happened in the ballroom, and now her skin looks sun-kissed, with a hint of blush on her cheeks. She opens her eyes and catches me staring. She stares right back, not at all fazed. Her eyes are blue shot through with streaks of grey. They darken, like a storm rolling in over the ocean as we trade gazes. Then they lighten, as if the sun’s breaking through, and she’s looking past me, standing to greet a muscular, fit Latino man in his fifties. His hands are rough and work-scarred, but he hugs her with the same enthusiasm as the kid. 

They have a brief, technical conversation about engines, I think, and he laughs when she uses the word ‘thingammy’ twice in one sentence. He chucks her shoulder, and then glances over at me. Mostly curious, but with a hint of warning, protectiveness. I give him a solemn nod and he pushes through the swing door into the back. 

“Good to see Papa Luis,” she says as she sits down. “It’s been a minute.”

“He seems... protective.” I say. 

She huffs a laugh. “Don’t mind him. He’s mostly bluster. Unless you’re going to be trouble. Are you?”

“Am I what?” I ask. 

“Going to be trouble,” she clarifies. 

“Define trouble,” I shoot back with a small grin. Her answering grin feels like a much bigger prize than it should.

“Fair enough.”

We sit in silence for a few minutes, then I blurt out, “Look, I don’t know you at all and I’m starting to feel like I crashed a stranger’s birthday party. Can we pretend this is some horrifying dating app meeting and start fresh?”

She gives me the blankest stare I’ve ever seen and then says, “You’re the one who crashed my party. I can’t say I feel sorry for you feeling like you’re floundering here. But I’m still not a complete asshole, so we can play twenty questions until the food comes. One for me, one for you. Pretty sure it’s my turn.” I nod assent, and she thinks for a moment before she asks, “What does Liam have on you?”

I was prepared for an icebreaker like, how old are you, what do you do for a living, do you have any pets? You know, chitchat. Apparently, we’re jumping off the deep end, but I’m not entirely sure what she’s asking. “How do you mean?”

“Liam McNaughton is a spider who resides in a web made up of favors that you can never quite repay. No matter what you do for him, somehow you always end up missing the mark, just a little. So what does he have on you that would make you give up an afternoon to get kidnapped by a total stranger?”

“Access to his agent,” I reply. “Or at least his agency. I’ve written a book and I’m trying to put it in front of someone who can tell me if it’s worth pursuing.” She nods, thoughtfully, then looks at me expectantly. I’m still a little flustered by her uncannily accurate call-out of Liam, so I blurt the first thing that comes to mind. 

“Who is Sammy?”

“My bike,” she replies, with another small grin that lights her eyes all the way up.

“You named your bike?”

“You didn’t name your car?”

“Well, no,” I say. “Seems... kinda... girly.”

She busts out a genuine belly laugh then, and calls, “Hey, Christophe!”

The kid looks up from where he’s chatting with the table full of teens. “This dude,” she waves in my general direction, “thinks it’s girly to name your ride.” He busts out laughing too. 

“Oh, man,” he responds. “You wanna tell him about the boats full of seamen, or should I?” They both laugh, and a couple of the teens snigger as well. She shakes her head, returning her attention to me. 

“You are seriously telling me that that sweet ride trapped in my garage doesn’t have a name.”

I rub the back of my neck, a little embarrassed. “Well, no. But I didn’t name it. My sister did.”

“Your sister sounds like a sensible lady. What’s her name?”

“My sister or the car?”

“The car.”

I can feel the heat rolling up my face, but I decide to make the best of it. “Bernadette,” I say quickly. Rip off the Band-Aid. 

Her eyes get wide. “Bernadette the Corvette?” I nod. She snorts. “Could be worse. But the name of a ride should mean something.”

“Well, what’s Sammy mean?”

She digs in her pocket and comes up with a notepad and a stub of pencil. “Do you understand how gear ratios work in a standard?” 

I’m a little floored by the change of subject, but I’m game to roll with it. “Kind of.”

She draws three boxes with openings to the right stacked on top of each other, then adds two more interlocked with them with the openings facing left. “If these boxes are all the speeds you can go in any gear, first,” she points at the bottom box, “second,” she points at the first box facing left, “third,” the second box of the original stack, “and so on. You can see there’s some crossover. Speeds that are uncomfortably low revs in one gear, but really high in another gear.”

“Yeah, I got that.”
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