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CHAPTER 1

 


This was never in my plan. Then again,
most of my life has never really gone according to plan. I’ve
always had to learn to adapt and improvise. I’ve had to learn to
overcome obstacles and life’s little hitches. And right now, I have
to find a way to dodge this garbage truck that seems to have
appeared out of nowhere. I should probably pay more attention when
I run out into the middle of the street. A loud screech is followed
by a litany of curse words coming from the driver as I quickly tuck
and roll out of the way of the impending truck. It’s less graceful
than I want and leaves me gasping for air as the wind gets knocked
out of me. I also feel a sudden pain from the palm of my hand. But
I’m nothing if not persistent so I jump up and keep on running,
still gripping the piece of jewelry in my now scraped-up hand.
Behind me, I can hear feet hitting the pavement, slowly catching up
to me. I wasn’t prepared for the chase to last this long and my
legs start to give out, but nevertheless, I increase my speed
hoping I can outrun the man behind me.

I can feel my lungs burning as I turn
around to see if I have any success in gaining distance from him.
It turns out no, I have not succeeded. He’s close to catching up
and honestly, I can’t believe how stubborn he’s being. I’ve never
had to outrun someone for this long.

“Get back here you little
bitch!”

I give him a slight apologetic shrug
and keep running. Finally, I reach the alleyway and make a bold
move by sprinting down it, knowing it’s a dead end. But I know the
area, I know what I’m capable of, and I highly doubt he’s all that
agile. I can hear his heavy breathing as he comes to a stop,
blocking the only entrance and exit to the alley. I meet his eyes
as I place the necklace in my pocket. 

“I’m sorry. I really hate
this,” I admit to him.

He is wheezing profusely, his hands
resting on his knees as he continues to turn bright
red. 

“Just give it back and I
won’t call the cops,” he manages to choke out.

“Promise?” We both know
he’s full of crap. 

“I swear. Just give it
back.”

I look up to make sure I’m perfectly
aligned with the scaffolding next to the building. I know it’s my
only shot at getting out of this predicament relatively unscathed.
I look back at him and give him a mischievous
smile. 

“Sir, I’m really sorry. My
intense hunger seems to have broken my moral compass.”

With that, I make my move and jump to
the lowest rung on the scaffolding, launching myself up to the
landing. From there, it’s almost like a circus act as I scale the
brick wall up toward the third-floor fire escape. Simple parkour,
but I will admit I still get a rush out of it. From there, it’s
easy. I climb the fire escape all the way up to the roof. I know
he’s not following me anymore. There’s no way he can make it up to
the scaffolding, but I keep running up the stairs anyway, and I
don’t stop until I reach the rooftop of the 15-story building. I
climb up over the edge and take a breath as I scour the streets
below to find the man I stole from. Most likely, he’s on his way to
file a police report. That’s just fine. I’m sure there are multiple
police reports filed against me by this point. 

But I’m careful. I’m always careful. I
always make sure there are no cameras or any kind of surveillance
before I even consider swiping something. 

I allow myself to relax and breathe a
bit as I look below. It’s dusk and people are leaving work for the
day, arguing with each other over whose cab is whose. I look up at
the New York City skyline and watch what’s left of the day reflect
off the mirrored windows of the countless buildings. This would be
one hell of an evening to watch the sunset but unfortunately, the
sky is covered in clouds. 

I close my eyes and try to drown out
the city sounds as I pull out the item that has given me so much
damn trouble today. I run my thumb over the small diamond attached
to the white gold chain. It probably won’t get me much, but it will
be enough for the week. 

I swear this isn’t me. Well, I don’t
want it to be. The real Cali Evans is honest and noble and good. At
least, I like to believe that. But the Cali Evans who needs food
and shelter is an honest-to-God thief. It’s something I’ve come to
deal with and eventually accept. Why can’t everyone
else?

I really don’t like resorting to
thievery, and I only do it when I’m out of options. Besides, today
is special. I need a little extra cash to spoil myself. I know it’s
wrong, but what alternative do I have? It’s a bit difficult to hold
down a job without a social security number, without a permanent
address, and without much of an official
education. 

I pocket the necklace and notice my
hand starts to throb. Upon closer inspection, it’s pretty badly cut
up. I squeeze it and shake it, trying to dull the pain. The
adrenaline from the chase must be wearing off because now my ankle
is screaming at me. I must have rolled it trying to dodge the
garbage truck. I could definitely use some Aspirin right now. And
perhaps something a little stronger. 

 Suddenly, my face is
wet. I look up and realize the sky has turned black as raindrops
fall on me. Before I even have a chance to climb down from the
roof, the downpour begins. I zip up my jacket and throw the hood up
over my head before making the trek back down to the ground. It’s
been a shitty night, and I refuse to be stuck outside in this
deluge. 

 


*

 


I exit the pawn shop and take shelter
under the awning for a few minutes waiting for a break in the rain.
I stuff the 10 crisp $20 bills into my pocket and decide to make a
run for it the moment I hear the storm let up. It’s only a couple
blocks to my desired destination. I keep the hood over my head and
try to ignore the growing hole in my shoe as water starts to leak
in, soaking my sock.

“God damn it.”

I feel a hint of solace when I reach
the familiar front door to the place I’ve been kicked out of many
times before. What’s that thing they say about insanity? Doing the
same thing over and over again and expecting different results? I
suppose I’m a bit insane, then. Perhaps today will be different. I
remove my jacket and push the door open. 

“Oh no. No, no, no. Out.
You, out. Now.”

The man behind the bar is very
insistent. It’s just an act. It always is.  

I sigh heavily, prepared to
grovel.

“Come on, Franky. It’s
pouring outside.”

“You’re underage. How many
times do I have to explain this to you?”

“But I’m 21 tomorrow!
Officially. I promise.”

Franky looks at his
watch. 

“Well, that’s great. Happy
birthday. Only four hours left until I can legally serve you. Now
get out.”

Ignoring him, I take a seat at the bar
and look around. It’s pretty dead tonight, and I doubt any of these
patrons would care if a “minor” was in their presence.

“Franky, my feet are
soaked. I’m freezing. Just give me a hot tea. I’ll drink it and be
on

my way.”

Franky relents. I knew he had a soft
side. “Fine. But I swear if you—”

“I’ll be a saint. I swear.
I won’t harass any of your customers.”

“And you won’t try to
swindle them?”

I raise my hand. “Scout’s
honor.”

“Fine. I’ll get you some
tea.”

“And something to eat, if
you have anything.” I’m not a fan of begging, but Franky is always
nice enough to help me out, even if he’s grumpy about
it. 

“I’ll bring out some chips
and salsa.”

I nod in appreciation and sling my
jacket onto the stool next to me. In an attempt to warm up, I rub
my arms and blow hot air into my hands. I can feel my damp hair
sticking to my forehead. In order to look halfway presentable, I
try running my fingers through it to get rid of some of the
tangles. Normally looking presentable is not a problem for me. I’m
young enough and decent looking enough to get things for free
sometimes. Flirting for freebies isn’t always my finest moment, but
sometimes you have to make do with what you’ve
got. 

But tonight, I’m well aware the only
freebies I’ll be getting are hot tea and chips and salsa. I’m
pretty sure I look as crappy as I feel right now.

I swing around on the barstool and
observe the room. It’s a pretty low-key crowd, even for this place.
I stumbled upon The Twilight Lounge one night last year when I was
seeking refuge from the worst snowstorm of that year. Usually, I
have a couch to sleep on, but I couldn’t find anyone to stay with
that night. So I strolled into this place like I owned the joint
and even managed to get a few patrons to buy me some drinks before
Franky carded me and nearly kicked me out. When anyone besides
Franky is working here, they succeed in getting me to leave. But
that night, I managed to charm my way into staying. Thankfully,
Franky has a soft spot for me. He once told me I remind him of his
sister. He still refuses to serve me alcohol, but since that night,
this is where I go when I have nowhere else to. And tonight, I
definitely have nowhere to go, which is kind of sad since that
means I’ll be celebrating my birthday alone. 

I turn the stool back around. I’m just
about to yell out for Franky to see what’s taking him so long when
I notice a young woman sitting at the end of the bar going over
some paperwork. She’s dressed in a button down blouse with a blazer
over it and a dark gray pencil skirt. Her auburn hair is up in a
casual bun and her glasses hang off the bridge of her nose. She’s
all business, clearly there just to have a few drinks after work
and not to make friends. She takes off her glasses and rubs her
eyes before going back to her paperwork. 

The longer I watch her, the more aware
I am of just how creepy I probably look. But I find myself curious
about her. She looks young. Almost too young to be in a bar, but
Franky is such a stickler for ID’s, she has to be at least 21. She
lets out an exacerbated sigh, and I can’t help but chuckle at her
apparent frustration. Unfortunately, my chuckle is a little louder
than I was aiming for because her head shoots up, and she looks
right at me. I feel my posture immediately straighten. For some
reason, this woman makes me feel somewhat inferior. Logic tells me
I should look away, but this woman is so damn stunning, I can’t
seem to take my eyes off her. 

“Are you laughing at
me?”

I shrug, obviously caught.
“Yeah.”

“May I ask why?”

“You just seem so into your
work. And you’re dressed so professionally. And you’re at a dive
bar. It’s kind of a funny scene from where I’m
standing.”

“You’re sitting. But I’m so
glad I could make you laugh.”

“Are you a TA or something?
At NYU?”

The girl looks me up and down and
gives me a disarming half-smile. 

“Something like
that.”

“Grading papers?” I move
down a few stools to get a closer look at what she’s working on,
aware I’m being meddlesome but not really caring at the
moment. 

The woman stacks the papers and tucks
them away into her computer bag before looking back at
me.

“Are you always this
nosy?”

“Are you always this
tense?”

“I’m not tense.”

“Oh no? Seems to me like
you could use another drink. And while you’re at it, want to buy me
one, too?”

“Ha! Nice try. You’re a
child.”

I’d be offended if I weren’t so
enamored. “What makes you say that?”

She pauses for a moment. “I heard the
bartender scolding you.”

“Hey, I’m of legal
age.”

“Legal to vote, maybe. Not
legal to drink.”

“You won’t be able to say
that about me in a few hours. So how did you get in here? Fake
ID?”

“I’m 24.”

I’m dubious of her response. She still
looks too young to be so professional, but I give her the benefit
of the doubt. 

“What’s your
name?”

“What’s yours?”

“Cali Evans.” I stick out
my hand.

“Owen Bray.”

Much to my surprise, she actually
takes my hand. It’s warm. 

We stay like that, hand in hand,
neither of us breaking away. Before I can even say another word,
Franky slams the tea down in front of me thus ending our little
moment. 

“Damn it, Cali, what did I
say about messing with the patrons?”

“I was just carrying on a
friendly conversation.”

“She was trying to get me
to buy her a drink,” Owen chimes in, rather pleased with
herself.

I shoot her a look of disbelief.
“Traitor.”

Owen laughs. I decide that I like her
laugh. It’s jovial and comforting and basically the antithesis of
everything that’s happened to me tonight. 

“Honestly it’s fine,” she
assures Franky while leaving him a very generous tip. “She really
was just making friendly conversation. This should cover my drinks
and her tea.” 

“Thank you.” Franky looks
at me. “You should start hanging out with people like her. It might
do you some good. Now eat. Drink. Be merry. And then get
out.”

“I love you, too, Franky.
But you’re not going to at least serve me a beer at
midnight?”

He doesn’t hear me, or at least he
pretends not to as he tends to the other patrons. I waste no time
diving into the bowl of chips he left in front of me. I gulp down
the tea as if it’s a cure for any ailment I may have. It burns my
throat, but I don’t care. It immediately warms my
insides. 

“Your hand.”

“What?” 

“What did you do to your
hand?” Owen gestures at the cuts on my hand.

“Oh, a little accident. I
got caught up in a game of chicken with a garbage
truck.”

“Well that sounds like a
dumb move. That’s a pretty deep gash. You should probably get that
looked at.”

Owen takes my hand and examines it.
Meanwhile, I try my best to ignore the way her hand feels on mine.
I tell myself it’s merely because it’s the first human contact I’ve
had in months.

“It’s fine. Hey Franky!” I
shout over the bar. “Can I get some band aids?”

“A band aid is not going to
do the trick,” Owen warns.

“No, but four of them
might.” I’m an ass. I’m well aware of that, but I can’t seem to
help it. 

Franky tosses some band aids on the
bar in front of me. “Here you go. That’s what’s left in the first
aid kit. Should I be worried about you, kid? You got a place to
stay tonight?”

“I’ll be fine. What
happened to ‘eat, drink, be merry, and get out?’”

“I’m serious, Cali. I can
make a call. I have a friend who owes me a favor. He can probably
put you up for a couple nights.”

“I’ve met your friends.
I’ll take my chances on the street.”

“So ungrateful.” Franky
shakes his head and walks away.

“You love me!”

Owen shifts in her seat, obviously
uncomfortable with the conversation she just heard. I can see the
look on her face. 

“I’m not homeless,” I
assure her.

“Oh.”

“Just in case you were
wondering.” I take another drink of my tea and start unwrapping the
bandages. “I mean, I don’t have an actual home, but I don’t sleep
on the streets or anything.” 

It’s a lie though, not a big one,
because there were really only a handful of times I’ve had to
resort to sleeping at a bus stop or taking shelter in a subway
station. Those nights were the worst. Those were the nights I had
to envision myself safe in my own bed back when I was a kid. I
rarely let myself think about my past. It’s far too depressing
remembering everything I’ve lost, but sometimes those memories are
the only thing that have kept me warm.

“So you have a place to
stay tonight? Because the rain doesn’t seem to be letting up.” Owen
takes a sip of her beer and tries to sound as casual as possible,
but I can see through it.

“I’ll be fine. I always
am.” I turn to look at her. “But I think it’s cute that you’re
worried.”

Owen laughs. “I'm not worried, just
curious. You really think highly of yourself, don’t
you?”

“Only because I’m
awesome.”

I want to chastise myself. This is
absolutely not the time to be flirting with this woman. I’m hungry
and soaked and exhausted, and I really do need to figure out whose
couch I’ll be sleeping on tonight. I usually only flirt with people
to get something out of them, but I don’t want anything from Owen.
At least not on a superficial level. I simply enjoy being in her
company. I’m just taken aback by her concern. It’s rare to have
someone show any kind of concern for me except for maybe Franky.
And to have it come from someone as adorable as Owen makes me feel
nervous. I don’t do nervous.

Owen finishes the rest of her beer and
gathers up her things.

“Well, it was nice meeting
you. Good luck.”

I find myself stammering and jumping
off the stool way too quickly. 

“W-wait, so you’re just
going to leave?”

“I have to get back. It’s
late.”

I look around, trying to find the
right words. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m not usually at a
loss for words. Finally, I blurt out the first coherent sentence my
brain puts together. 

“You want some
company?”

Owen stares in stunned silence for a
moment. “I don’t often entertain guests.”

“You don’t have to
entertain me. We can just hang out. I like talking to
you.”

“And you also conveniently
don’t have a place to stay tonight.”

I control the urge to roll my eyes.
This girl is beyond frustrating. 

“I can easily find a place.
I know people. Excuse me if I would just prefer your company over
theirs.” I sit back down just to prove a point, well aware that I’m
being a brat. “Just forget it. Have a good night.” 

I face the bar and continue drinking
my tea, trying to hide my smirk. I can feel Owen’s presence behind
me, and I can tell she’s contemplating. 

It’s only another moment before Owen
concedes. “One night. You can get cleaned up and stay on my
couch.”

“Deal.”


CHAPTER 2

 


The cab ride over to Owen’s place is
relatively quiet, mainly because she’s been looking at her phone
the whole time. Once we arrive at her apartment, I’m grateful for
the warmth and immediately rid myself of my sopping wet jacket and
shoes. Owen drops her keys on the counter and puts her stuff down
before taking off her coat and scarf. Even on a stormy night like
this, she looks 10 times more put together than I could ever hope
to look. She disappears into the hallway while I take in my
surroundings. I can safely say I’ve never been in an apartment as
nice as this. It’s decorated rather plainly, though. There’s no
artwork on the walls, no photos of loved ones anywhere and there’s
not much furniture, but the couch certainly looks comfortable. I
can definitely work with this. 

Owen comes back into the room carrying
a towel. “Bathroom is down the hall. Feel free to use whatever I
have in there.”

I take the towel and continue to look
around. “How do you afford this place? Do you have a roommate? Or
five?”

“No. It’s just
me.”

“There’s no way you can
afford this as a TA. Is your family loaded?”

“You ask a lot of
questions. Rather invasive ones.”

“What can I say? You
intrigue me.” I give her a small smirk before grabbing my
backpack and heading to the bathroom. “A woman of mystery. I like
it.”

“I’m not mysterious. I just
don’t like fielding inappropriate questions. Now go get cleaned
up.” She’s clearly over my bullshit by now. I don’t blame
her. 

Once the bathroom door is closed, I
take the time to really unwind and breathe for a moment. It’s been
a stressful day and a very weird night and as interesting as I find
Owen, I’m still not quite sure if she’s trustworthy. She seems
normal enough for me to let my guard down long enough to shower and
get some sleep, but I don’t know if I like the way she makes me
feel. She’s a very beautiful girl. I knew that from the moment
I saw her, but I’m usually never this nervous in the presence of a
beautiful girl. I’ve dated enough of them to know all the right
things to say and do, but Owen is different. And I’m not so sure I
want to stick around to find out why. I decide to stay here for
just one night and then be gone before Owen wakes up tomorrow. It’s
for the best. 

I turn on the shower and wait for it
to warm up. In the meantime, I undress and take this moment to
fully examine my state in the mirror. It’s official. I’m an
absolute mess. My hair is matted and tangled, and my face is
covered in dirt. My hand is now throbbing, and the bandages have
done nothing for the wound. As the mirror starts fogging up with
steam, I hastily jump into the shower. After the night I’ve had,
this shower will be amazing. 

 


*

 


After drying off and toweling my wet
hair, I change into the freshly clean clothes I have in my bag. I
pull on the black skinny jeans and button-down red and black
flannel shirt before running a brush through my hair. Upon looking
in the mirror this time, it’s a drastic improvement to what I
looked like before. This is much, much better. 

I gather up my stuff and open the
door, letting all the steam out and breathing in the cooler fresh
air from the hallway. I step out into the living room and stop
myself when I notice Owen sitting on the couch with a glass of
wine. She looks much more comfortable now, having changed out of
her business attire and now dressed in sweats and a t-shirt with
her hair down. Her hair looks redder now than it did in the bar. If
possible, she looks even more beautiful than she did before. Though
I must admit, I do kind of miss the glasses. 

As I approach her, Owen is preoccupied
looking at her phone. I clear my throat to make my presence
known. 

“Where are your
glasses?”

Owen looks up, slightly bewildered.
I’m assuming it’s probably the change in my appearance.

“Wow. You clean up rather
well. And I only wear my glasses to read.” She puts her phone down
on the coffee table. “I have pajamas you can borrow.”

“This is actually more
comfortable than it looks.”

Owen nods and stands up, handing me a
wine glass. “Here.”

“As you made it so
abundantly clear, I’m underage. Wouldn’t this be contributing to
the delinquency of a minor?”

“It’s grape juice. The
cabernet is for me.”

“Bringing out the hard
stuff? What’s the occasion?”

Owen looks at her watch for a few
moments as if she’s counting down.

“It’s officially 90 minutes
until your birthday. After that, you can have a big girl drink like
me.” She clinks her glass to mine and takes a
drink. 

I smile and take a sip of her grape
juice. “Thanks. I actually almost forgot it’s my
birthday.”

I make myself as comfortable as I can
on the couch. It’s not easy due to the awkward silence that
suddenly permeates the room. It’s not too long before my curiosity
takes hold, and I bring up what’s been on my mind.

“Why are you helping
me?”

“You mean tonight?” Owen
shrugs. “You needed a place to stay. There are a lot of assholes
out there.”

“I can take care of
myself.”

“I have no doubt. But I
think I would have felt a bit guilty leaving you in the rain when I
have a perfectly good couch and a warm apartment.”

“Ah, so it was
pity.”

“Yup. Only pity. No other
reason,” she teases as she gets up to grab something from the
kitchen table. She brings it back and sits noticeably closer to me,
signaling me to put down my glass.  

“Give me your
hand.”

I oblige, and Owen goes to work on
cleaning my wound. It’s significantly smaller and doesn’t hurt
nearly as much as it did before. That’s pretty common, though. I
tend to heal pretty quickly. Though not as big as it was before,
the gash is still pretty sizable. Once she’s done cleaning, Owen
pulls out a needle.

“You have a suture
kit?”

“For
emergencies.”

“Thanks, but I should
probably get a doctor to do this.”

“Something tells me you’re
not the kind of person who sees doctors or goes to the ER. Now hold
still. This might hurt.”

It doesn’t. I’ve always had a high
tolerance for pain. And even if it did hurt, there’s no way I would
let it show in front of Owen. 

“Are you sure you know what
you’re doing?”

“Don’t you trust
me?”

“The jury’s still
out.”

“Just try not to think
about it. And don’t watch me do it.” She begins sewing up the
wound. “Tell me something.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Anything.
How did you end up homeless?”

“I told you I’m not
homeless!”

Owen sighs, frustrated. “Fine. How did
you end up needing a place to stay tonight…and every other
night?”

Well, here comes the
getting-to-know-you portion of the evening. I may as well just put
it all out there.

“My dad died when I was 14.
He kind of ran the show. It was just me and him. We didn’t have
much money and when he died, he didn’t leave me much.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Shit happens.” I shrug it
off. I always do, but I watch Owen’s face, trying to get a read on
her reaction. She’s not giving much away. There’s much more to the
story, but I really don’t know how much I want to divulge to her.
My dad would be so disappointed after raising me with a “trust no
one” mentality. I call it my “Scully rule.”

“You seem rather blasé
about something pretty life-changing.”

“I’ve had seven years to
adjust.”

“Have you been on the
streets this whole time?” She finishes up the stitches, knotting
the end and cutting off the remainder of the suture. Then she wraps
some gauze around it and gives my hand a little squeeze before
letting go.

I look down at my hand, appreciating
the extra care she took to help heal it. When I look back up at
her, I have to stop myself from hugging her. I’m definitely not
used to this feeling. For the first time in a long time, I think I
actually feel safe. It’s hard to believe all it took was the small
gesture of sewing up my injured hand. It’s the most protected I’ve
felt since my dad was around. Not that that I need protecting, but
it’s still a nice feeling. I soothe my gauze-wrapped hand before
taking another sip of my grape juice. It’s only now that I realize
she’s staring at me, waiting for a response.

“No. Not the whole time.
Earlier this year there was an...incident.”

Owen looks at me expectantly. “What
happened?”

“I don’t know. Someone was
after me. Or, at least it seemed like it. It started a few months
ago. I thought I was being followed, but I realized that sounded
crazy. I was subletting this tiny studio apartment that I could
barely even afford when someone broke in one night while I was
home. I managed to escape out the window. I went back later and got
my stuff and have been moving around since then. I think it just
made me paranoid.”

“That’s terrifying.” She
placed a comforting hand on my knee. I awkwardly clear my throat
and put down my glass.

“Now it’s my turn. How’d
you learn how to stitch people up? Or is playing doctor just
something you like to do when you bring in a stray?”

“I don’t play doctor,” she
informs me matter-of-factly. “I am
a doctor.”

“Ha ha. Very
funny.”

“I’m serious. I’m a
doctor.”

“You’re 24.”

“I’m also somewhat of a
genius. A prodigy. A wunderkind, if you will.”

“What, like Doogie
Howser?”

“How topical. Referencing a
30-year-old TV show. But yes, I suppose like Doogie
Howser.”

I’m having a hard time taking her
seriously, but I don’t sense any kind of sarcasm in her
voice.

“So you’re a fully licensed
medical doctor?”

“I am.”

“Wow, you must have had a
lot of pressure put on you as a kid.”

“I was homeschooled. My dad
insisted. At least until college.”

“Which you started at what?
13?”

“12, actually.”

I shift uncomfortably in my
seat. 

“Well, I think it’s safe to
say I feel infinitely inferior.” 

“It’s not that big of a
deal. Some people are doctors.”

“And some people don’t
finish the 10th grade.”

Owen shrugs. “Some people are victims
of circumstance.” She turns slightly to face me. “Now my turn
again. Is Cali short for anything?”

I laugh in spite of
myself. 

“No, thankfully. But my dad
did name me after the state of California. That’s where he grew up.
He loved it, so I guess he just always wanted a reminder of
it.”

“Have you ever
been?”

“No. But I’ve always wanted
to go. Eventually I’ll make it out there and do something to honor
him in some way. I don’t know, maybe spit off the Golden Gate
Bridge or something.”

“I love how your mind goes
to spitting off the Golden Gate Bridge while I just assumed you’d
plant a tree or something like that.”

“There are always two types
of people…” I adjust my position and bring one foot up on the couch
while the other dangles off of it. I’ve never been able to sit
properly. “He always loved the ocean. Maybe I’ll take up
surfing.”

“You two were really
close?”

I nod. “He was my world.”

I look at Owen and see genuine concern
on her face. It’s nice. I give her a small smile as a way of
thanking her for caring so much. By now I’m pretty sure it’s
official that I may have a small crush on this girl, which would be
wildly inconvenient. I haven’t been with anyone since I broke up
with my last girlfriend over a year ago. Things were just too
complicated. A girl like me doesn’t really have the luxury of
having relationships. And now I happen to be falling for a complete
stranger on the couch next to me. Granted, I was taken aback by her
beauty at the bar, but I had no intention of hitting on her. But
there’s something about her, something familiar. It sparks the same
feeling that my childhood memories give me, the few I can remember
anyway. Those memories of feeling safe and not having a care in the
world. It’s a nice respite. Even if it’s fleeting. 

I want to chase this feeling. I want
to keep it for as long as I can. 

“So, Owen. You live here
alone. No ring on your finger. I’m assuming you’re
single?”

Owen leans back and bites her lip,
trying to keep from smiling.

“Are you hitting on
me?”

“Hey, I believe it was you
who brought me back to your place.”

Owen outright laughs. “I was being
nice.”

I try not to let her response bother
me too much. “You don’t think I’m attractive?”

“You’re delirious and in
pain.”

“My hand doesn’t hurt at
all. Must be all the grape juice. My ankle doesn’t hurt
anymore,

either. I rolled it
earlier.”

“So…you’re feeling
invincible?” It’s playful, almost flirtatious, but Owen keeps
herself

at a safe distance.

“You could say that.” I
scoot closer to her and pause for a second. I seriously contemplate
leaning in to kiss her.

That seems to be Owen’s cue to get up
and end whatever disaster was about to occur. 

“It’s late. I need some
sleep,” she informs me.

I huff out a defeated sigh. I feel
like an idiot.

“Well, that was
embarrassing. I’m sorry. Really, I shouldn’t have done that. You’ve
been so nice and I shouldn’t have…”

“I left some blankets and a
pillow for you on the chair. Help yourself to anything in the
kitchen. The TV remotes are on the table. Have a good night.” She
heads toward her bedroom before turning around. “And
Cali?”

“Yeah?”

“Please don’t steal
anything.”

I can’t help but laugh at the request.
I may have made an ass of myself but at least Owen isn’t making it
awkward. Besides, after looking around this place, there’s not
much to steal.

I arrange the couch to my liking with
the blankets and pillow, then rummage around the kitchen for some
food. There’s not much but I manage to find some cereal, and
thankfully there’s fresh milk in the fridge.

I finish my snack and lay down on the
couch, wrapping the blankets around myself and inhaling the scent
of fresh laundry detergent. Something tells me I’m going to sleep
very well tonight. 

I sigh deeply before I start to doze
off.

Happy birthday to me. 


CHAPTER 3

 


I’ve always been a light sleeper. It’s
instinctual, I suppose. The slightest sound can jolt me awake. I
usually wake up at least every couple of hours for no reason
whatsoever, just out of habit. So when I open my eyes and see just
how bright it is outside, I’m thrown off guard for a moment. It
takes a minute for me to get my bearings, and then I remember. I’m
in Owen’s apartment, on her very comfortable couch. I yawn and
stretch and sit up, trying to overcome my fatigue. I examine my
hand, which doesn’t hurt at all anymore. I unravel the gauze and
find that the stitches held up well. There is no trace of blood.
I’ve always been lucky in the sense that I heal quickly. My dad
always told me it was my resilience of character and my extreme
stubbornness that willed my body to heal so fast. “It’s the Evans
blood. We’re born survivors,” he’d say. 

I stand up, letting the blankets fall
to the couch and sneak down the hall to look for any sign that Owen
might be awake. The bedroom door is cracked open, but I don’t see
her in the bed. 

“Hello?” I knock softly
before pushing the door open slowly. She’s not there.

I walk back towards the kitchen and
notice an envelope on the counter with my name on it. Inside, I
find a note, some cash, and a printed bus ticket.”

The note is simple:

Never too late to start
over.  -O

I look at the bus ticket. It’s a
one-way to Los Angeles that leaves at noon. I check the time on the
stove clock: 9:57am. I count the cash she left me. $500 dollars.
It’s not much for a cross-country move, but it’ll definitely
help. 

I sit down on the stool at the counter
and re-count the money. Part of me feels hopeful, another feels a
bit deflated. I don’t know what I expected to happen, but I didn’t
think I’d wake up to find her gone. She has no intention of seeing
me again, which is fine, especially considering the way I behaved
last night. It’s disappointing, but after all is said and done, I
appreciate the trouble she went through and her
generosity. 

I jump at the sound of an alarm. I
look around for the offending sound and find that she left an alarm
clock set for 10:00am on the coffee table, a way to make sure I got
up in time to catch the bus. I jump up and turn it off, then grab
the pen on the counter and write a note on the
envelope. 

Owen,

Thank you for your
hospitality. Sorry I was such a jerk. You deserved better. I’m
going to take your advice. Thank you for the ticket. You’re a good
person. I really like that about you.

Cali

I contemplate for a moment, struggling
between the proverbial devil and angel on each shoulder. The angel
wins. Normally, I’d take someone’s generosity for granted and use
it to my advantage. I can’t do that to Owen. I put her note and the
bus ticket in my pocket because I know she’ll want me to use it,
but I put the cash back in the envelope and leave it on the table.
I’m pretty sure that without her money, I have enough to get me to
California. The ticket is a huge help. And once I get there, I’ll
figure out what to do next. I don’t often think too far
ahead. 

After I wash my face and help myself
to another bowl of cereal, I fold up the blankets and leave them on
the couch, placing the pillow on top. I take one last look around
the apartment before closing the door and heading to the bus
station. 

It’s time to leave New York for
good.

 


*

 


It’s a no-brainer, really. I didn’t
even have to consider it that much. There’s nothing left for me in
New York. California could be nice, a new start with decent weather
and new prospects. I’ve been on this bus for a few hours now and
with each passing mile, I grow more and more excited about starting
over. My dad and I moved around a lot. He always seemed to be
paranoid of certain things, so we never really stayed in one place
for too long. New York is where we ended up just before he died.
Leaving it feels like I’m leaving a piece of him behind, but lately
it feels like his memory has been slipping away from me. Maybe
going to where he came from will bring parts of him back. He always
talked of California with so much joy, regaling me with his
childhood stories. He lived up and down the coast due to his dad
constantly needing to travel throughout the state for
work.

The bus is fairly empty, only about 15
passengers occupy a bus that can hold 50. I’m grateful for that. I
fold up my jacket and put it against the headrest behind my neck.
Leaning my head back, I close my eyes and think about my father,
wondering if he would be proud of my decision. I like to think he
would be. It hasn’t been easy being orphaned at 14. I still
remember that day more than I remember anything else in my life.
The cops knocked at our front door and I naively ran to open it,
ready to tease my dad about forgetting his keys. Instead, I was
greeted with an apology and informed that my father was killed in a
car accident, despite the EMT’s best efforts to save him. This was
followed by an infinite line of questioning, asking if I had any
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