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  “Time and again the thought comes to my mind of the dark condition Love imparts to me; then the pity of it strikes me, and I ask: 'could ever anyone have felt the same?' For Love's attack is so precipitous that life itself abandons me: nothing survives except one lonely spirit, allowed to live because it speaks of you." 
— Dante Alighieri (Vita Nuova)











  
  To all those who have ever had to live with the trauma of sexual assault, of domestic abuse, or neglect. To all those who have carried the unimaginable burden of a story too painful to share or speak of. To all those who struggle to remember a time free of the guilt that so many survivors still carry… Apple Rose is for you. 



      [image: ]If you or someone you know has been sexually assaulted, help is available. For UK residents support can be reached at the Rape Crisis Center of England and Wales. The University of Minnesota has also put together a resource titled The Handbook of International Centers for Survivors of Sexual Assault and Harrassment that has compiled an exhaustive list of crisis centers and phone lines by region and country for those who need it. Please know that you are not alone and help is just a phone call away. 






  
  Preface


While no scenes of sexual assault are depicted in this story, some measure of the emotional harm carried by the survivors of sexual trauma is explored. As always, I continually strive to handle these subjects with as much care as possible. 

With that said…

Welcome to the first book in The Madness of Miss Rose








  
  one
A Very Lovely Night


Johnny Flake was decent enough. For a boy. 
But he had that annoying habit so common to all the other boys; he liked the sound of his own voice. He liked to brag, a lot, and he believed he was utterly irresistible to girls. And it was precisely for that reason Johnny Flake had to die. And tonight …
He was good and dead. 
It wasn’t like she’d planned for tonight to be THE night, but that’s just how it goes sometimes. Apple Rose was a lot of things: bubbly, sweet, demure, and one of the most popular cheerleaders on the junior varsity squad. She also liked to kill. A lot. And it might just be the one thing she was best at. Every other girl she knew had a talent of some kind, but killing boys in the most creative ways possible, well, that was a skill no one else could boast. 
It was twenty minutes to midnight, and while Apple fussed over a microwaved plate of her mom’s shepherd’s pie, Johnny Flake was in the trunk of his own car, all bloody and wrapped in a tarp. Killing always makes me hungry. And her mom made the best darn shepherd’s pie in the whole stinking world. Each savory bite brought a sly little smile to her face, and the more she smiled, the more she reminisced. 
I almost wish I were more prepared, she lamented, as she twirled her fork around a heap of mashed potatoes and corn, but it was still super fun!
Sometimes, as Apple knew, you couldn’t just wait for the perfect moment to come along. You had to be ready to seize it with both hands, because sometimes those “perfect little moments” fly past so quickly, they’re gone before you notice. And when Johnny Flake had shown up on her doorstep tonight and asked if she had any plans, well, that was fate just smacking me on the cheek. 
She was pretty good at putting boys at ease. It was a natural talent she had for being the kind of adorable, bashful blonde they all seemed to love. And Johnny Flake had that smug smile plastered on his boyish face, the kind he thought he was so clever at concealing. 
Oh goodness, the moment I told him my parents weren’t home, his face was absolute perfection! He was probably thinking, Oh damn, I am getting lucky tonight! 
And he was, in fact. He was about to be the luckiest boy around. He just didn’t know how different his brand of “lucky” was from hers. She adored the way he’d trembled, too, that little twitch boys try so hard to hide when they’re already thinking about all the fun they’re about to have. She could imagine what must have been going through his head as she led the way up the stairs, past all those smiling, Hallmark-y family photos on the wall. A dozen little thoughts, at least, and every one of them bad. 
I’d bet my whole allowance that he was already picturing what I would look like naked. Just like every other stinking boy. She even glanced over her shoulder as she led the way, catching that perfect moment when his eyes jerked up to meet hers. 
Yeah, that’s right, you like staring at my little ass, don’t ya, Johnny? 
And damn, his whole face had turned the loveliest shade of pink. 
It was fate. It had to be. What else would you call it? There was no other way to explain the fact that tonight, of all nights, she already had her “special sheets” on the bed. It was serendipity; or whatever funny, clever word you can think of; and she was about as happy as a girl could be. Johnny had smiled as she directed him to the bed, practically jumping at the chance to strip out of his clothes and probably do the same to her. 
But she’d made him wait. You can’t rush a special moment. 
No, she’d gestured to the bed and made a whole big show of bringing over some fresh brewed tea on a pretty little silver tray. He was trying so hard to stay as patient as he could, sitting all straight-backed and proper, obviously afraid he might ruin his chance for cheerleader sex if he said the wrong thing or acted too pushy. 
“I’m so glad you showed up tonight, I was just all by my lonesome up here.”
His smile was a thing of beauty, flashing those perfect teeth of his. “Well, I thought we really hit it off in class a few weeks ago and I thought maybe you’d like a little company.”
“Especially when you found out my parents weren’t home, huh?”
Oh, that made him blush even more. He’d come here with a purpose, Apple knew it, but damn, she was going to savor this just a moment longer. He sure was handsome, she had to give him that, and if she were a different girl, she might even be interested. But that boyish face just didn’t do it for her, even if he did have a swimmer’s body. She didn’t care about that sort of thing, though; she never really had. Boys were good for one thing, and one thing only. 
Dying. 
And Apple could make a boy die so well. 
She was adorned in one of her favorite dresses that night, a pale green that went perfectly with the wavy locks of her bouncy blonde hair, the taper at the waist accentuating her figure just right. The minute Johnny left a message on her answering machine to say, “Hey, Lil’ Miss Rose, I’m on my way!” she knew just what to wear. 
And sitting there on the edge of her bed, while she brought over that silver tray of tea, his eyes were all over her. It was impossible not to notice the tremble in his fingers, or the way his hand twitched in her direction, as if he was fighting the urge to slip his hand along her side. It would almost seem cute—if the whole notion didn’t turn her off entirely. 
“Hey,” she whispered, leaning in closely enough for her lips to brush against his ear. “I think I’ve got an idea of how we can make this night like way, way more fun.”
He sucked in a sharp breath the moment he felt the warmth of her lips, the tickle of her breath against his skin. It was a miracle he comprehended her words at all. It was beautiful. Just like she wanted. Of course, he never saw the small silver knife in her other hand. It was the same one lying on the little tea tray; the one he never even noticed, busy as he’d been, undressing her with his eyes. 
And his smile must have spread so wide, especially once that trembling laugh tumbled past his lips. 
“Oh yeah.” Even his voice shook. “What did you have in—”
He didn’t even have a chance to finish his sentence. 
Her hand moved so swiftly, he never saw it coming. Nor did he realize what had happened until the silver blade slipped into the side of his neck, the steel a whisper against his skin. She held it there while his eyes bulged, and boy did they bulge! It was a marvelous sight to see. A sight she loved, and she couldn’t help but snicker as she gripped the handle of the knife and held it firmly in place. 
“Oh, now don’t you go fussing, Johnny. This’ll all be over soon.” 
Sometimes it annoyed her how much they twitched when all she wanted was for them to die. He struggled too—quite a lot—but she kept her grip and held the knife deep inside his neck while he flailed around in that silly, desperate way. She’d kept her face close to his, gazing into his wild, panicked eyes, a precious smile on her lips. 
“You’re just so cute like this, aren’t you? This must be what falling in love feels like!”
He’d gurgled something then, she couldn’t really say for sure what it was, there was just too much blood bubbling up and spitting past his lips for her to be sure. That just made her giggle more. Gosh, this is the best thing ever! He’s so strong too. What a brave, brave boy to hold on like this. When she pulled the knife back out, he collapsed, slipping off the bed, as he clutched desperately at his neck, thick blood spilling between his fingers. 
Ah crap! He’d fallen right onto her pretty new rug beside the bed and poured his blood all over it. “Johnny! I liked that rug! Ugh!” 
Apple had stomped her foot and grumbled under her breath. 
She was going to have to buy another rug now and come up with a good excuse for why her new one wasn’t there anymore. Apple had squeezed the handle of her bloody little silver knife, fighting the urge to ram it in his chest a few times for being rude enough to bleed all over it. 
No, she’d told herself, just watch him die and enjoy yourself. It’s not like these lovely moments just stumble into your lap every night. 
Sure enough, he died. It had just taken an annoying amount of time. When his last shallow breath bubbled bloodily past his lips, Apple had giggled and plopped herself onto the bed. 
“Well, Johnny, I really wasn’t looking to work tonight. But gosh, you showed up on my doorstep and I was like, why say no when a horny boy just throws himself at you? It would be just plain wrong to let such a perfect opportunity slip away. And now, here you are, all dead and pale.”
Apple had looked at him with longing in her eyes, a wistful expression on her lovely face. She chewed her bottom lip thoughtfully, lost in the sight of his vacant eyes. “You’re so much cuter like this.” 
So, that was how her night took a very unexpected turn. 
Now, he was lying in the trunk of his car, a bloody tarp wrapped all tight around his lifeless form. A few cords from the garage were all she needed. Thank goodness Daddy never misses the little things I have to borrow here and there. Imagine the look on his face if he knew what his sweet little girl was really like. The thought was enough to make her chuckle. She hadn’t been so giggly in quite some time. But then again, there was a lot her father didn’t know. And not just about her. 
Years ago, when Apple Rose was ten, she’d lashed out at a boy bullying her in school. One moment he was sticking gum in her hair and the next … 
She jammed a pair of scissors in his leg. 
He had howled like a whiney little child, of course, but he didn’t die. She wouldn’t taste her first kill for a few more years. When Apple turned fourteen, she received an unexpected present in the mail. A package wrapped in brown paper and postmarked from somewhere in the United Kingdom. It was a gift from her great-grandmother, Lady Evangeline Rose, who’d turned ninety-five that spring. When Apple tore the paper open, she found a small stack of diaries carefully bound together, the first dating as far back as 1912, when Lady Evangeline was fourteen. 
And what she read within those pages had changed her life forever. For Lady Evangeline Rose, the wealthy daughter of an English Earl, had the same peculiarities. She saw the world and the people in it much the same way Apple did and delighted in the chance to explore the darker side of her nature. When Lady Evangeline was sixteen, she claimed her first life and took great pains to leave the body on display, as if she were creating a piece of living art. Not that the art was alive, of course, not when she was done. No one in her family had known; not her pompous brothers or vacuous sisters, and certainly not her noble father. Not even her children, who she bore in later years, knew the truth of who their mother really was. 
Lady Evangeline had four children. The youngest, Apple’s grandfather, immigrated to the United States in 1948 and the rest, as they say, was history. Lady Evangeline never paid much attention to the lives of her children once they grew and went off on their own, but when word had reached her of young Apple’s incident with the bullying jerk in school … a change was made to her rather extensive will. The diaries of Lady Evangeline, those secretive little books revealing much of her hidden other life, would belong to Apple when she came of proper age. 
Apple had read them all, cover to cover, more times than she could count. They opened her eyes in a way she never could have dreamed. A few months later, Apple killed for the first time in her life, and she couldn’t recall feeling so utterly alive before that moment. 
The clock struck midnight just as Apple was cleaning her plate. Killing always worked up an appetite, even more so when it was the kind she hadn’t planned. Of course, the one thing she didn’t like about these impromptu nights of fun: she couldn’t display the body the way she liked best. No, Johnny Flake would have to be buried somewhere out of town, in a place no one would ever think to look. He would have to simply go missing, with no one else the wiser. That was easy enough—if you knew a thing or two. And Apple knew more than just a thing or two; she was getting very good at this sort of thing. 
Very good indeed. 
A boy like Johnny would never dare to let any of his friends know where he was going, not when sex with the cutest little cheerleader on the squad wasn’t a guarantee. That kind of thing was best saved for when the glorious deed was done. A boy like Johnny was predictable, after all, and Apple beamed brightly when she found his message waiting on her machine. 
As far as his friends would be concerned, he’d left the house to hook up with some chick, but it turned out she wasn’t even there. So, horny, angsty, and completely unsatisfied, Johnny Flake was going to head out to his favorite drinking spot and toss a few beers back before heading home again. His friends wouldn’t question that because it was exactly the kind of thing he would do. 
“Now,”—she tossed her plate in the sink and stood a moment, her nose scrunched up as she thought— “Ah, yes, I need the shovel.” 
Killing was one thing. Disposing of a body was quite another. She much preferred those times she could put the body on display, just like her great-grandmother once loved to do. That was when a simple murder became something so much more. Killing is plain. Anyone can kill. But to make it into art? Well, that’s a thing sublime! She imagined herself like Lady Evangeline, crafting a bold style of Dada that would have put them all to shame. A bloody new era of the Avant-Garde. But sadly, tonight could not be that kind of night. 
My last one made a proper show and ended up bold across every headline in the state. But poor Johnny Flake was going to be just another missing person, as sad as that was to say. Apple had the perfect spot, of course. Remote enough that the authorities would be lucky if they even thought to look in that direction. Once she had her tools, and one of her favorite ginger wigs of course, she hopped into Johnny’s car and headed out of town. A perfect night like this one wouldn’t be complete without her favorite tunes blaring on the stereo. Alanis Morrissette and murder just went hand in hand, she thought, with a marvelous smile dazzling her cherub face. 
The wig was far more than just another of her little eccentricities; it was essential to how she went about her work. A careless strand of hair left behind could undo all her careful plans. But a synthetic hair was a different sort of thing, and she was always careful to ensure she never left behind anything that could lead back to who she was. She’d learned a lot throughout her young years of bloodshed, and the diaries from her beloved great-grandmother played an essential part of her education in the unorthodox. 
Thank god my parents never knew the truth of who she was. 
It made her giggle to think of how clever Lady Evangeline really was. To think of her, a paragon of class and virtue in the echelon of English high society, indulging in the same madness, always brought a smile to Apple’s face. I wish I could have known her better. 
Few things in this weird life ever made Apple sad, but thinking of her dearly departed great-grandmother had a funny way of bringing tears too close to the surface. But she pushed those thoughts down deep, as deep as they could go, and drove on into the night. Nothing was going to spoil a night like this, not even wayward thoughts such as those. She turned the volume up a bit louder and, before she knew it, she was singing right along. 
It only took a good thirty minutes before she found the field, bordered on the northern side by a lightly wooded area. Campers would come this way on occasion, though never around this time of year. It was the perfect spot; she’d used it a time or two before. Once she parked, she went about the task of digging a hole for poor ol’ Johnny Flake. It was rough work, not her favorite part of this secret life, but she didn’t really mind. It gave her time to think, and some of her best ideas for the next adventure came together when she was putting some stupid boy into the ground. 
By the time she dragged him out of the trunk, tarp and all, she flopped him on the ground and damn near jumped right out of her skin. 
Holy mother of Moses, he’s still breathing!
Her heart thundered wildly in her chest, her eyes about as big around as they could get. She stared in wild astonishment. Had she missed his freaking jugular? Bloody hell, I think I did! But then another thought claimed her attention …
Oh, my goodness me, I’m going to get to bury someone alive!
Her night was already going wonderfully, and now, it was about to be the best in a very long time. 
Apple didn’t pay any mind to whatever babbling nonsense dribbled from his lips. She was too caught up in her nervous teenage excitement to really care at all. She had killed in so many delightful ways, but burying someone while they were still breathing? No, that was something new. She rubbed her hands together with glee, unable to hide the tremble in her lithe frame. 
When she heard a rustling to her left, her heart seized in one fell swoop, and she spun around just in time. There, standing near a copse of trees, were two figures arguing. She could just barely make out their shapes in the gauzy sheen of the moonlit sky above, one clearly taller and wider than the other. Apple mumbled under her breath and crept her way closer, careful to crouch once she reached the taller grass. The tall one was a boy alright, six feet at least, and she inched her way forward until she could make out of some of what they said. It was certainly an argument, and the big one was obviously not happy. 
He grabbed the shoulders of the slender thing he was fussing with, and Apple took her chance. She reached for a large hunk of rock she’d stumbled on and lifted it high into the air. With a heave, she brought it down hard and cracked it across the back of his head, sending his great big frame crashing to the ground. 
He lay there twitching like a whale stranded on the beach, and when she finally made out the shape of the other person standing there, her eyes went wide all over again. 
“Holy crap!” Apple shouted; the heavy blood-smeared rock clutched between her hands. “Cindy?!”
Oh. Crap. Yep. There were no two ways about it. Her perfect night had just taken a very unexpected turn. And Apple didn’t have the slightest clue what she should do. 






  
  two
What Are Friends For?


School sucked. That was all she really had to say. 
There were few things in life Cindy Nix was ever certain about, but that was one of them. Oh, sure, she tolerated it just like every other student did. But she could think of a hundred things she’d enjoy doing this morning and strolling into the cafeteria of Franklin High would not be one of them. 
Seated at their usual spot, in a dark blue folding chair that looked as though it might buckle under his sizable frame, was her old friend Dickie. Richard was his given name, but he had been Dickie ever since he was twelve years old. They’d known one another that long at least, and when he spotted her, he gave her a grin. It was a big grin too, just like the rest of him. 
“Look who’s strollin’ in early.”
Cindy rolled her eyes and took her seat, planting her booted feet up on the table. “Oh, shut up. Like I need your sass this early in the morning.” 
“Nice jacket.” He tugged at the rugged denim sleeve. “Glad to see you branching out, fashion wise and all.” 
“I like it, okay. Is that a crime?” 
“Hey. I’m just sayin.’” He gestured with his large hand to one of the other, more popular girls in school, one wearing a fine dress that flattered her figure. “You could always pretty yourself up like one of them. Wouldn’t kill ya.” 
“Tell ya what.” Cindy folded her arms across her chest and leaned back, fixing him with a sidelong glare. “I’ll pretty myself up when you lay off the damn cheeseburgers. How’s that?”
He grumbled something under his breath and looked away, his eyes searching out that cutie in the dress, no doubt. “Bite me.”
“Wouldn’t even if ya paid me.”
“You know, it wouldn’t kill ya to be a little nicer. Maybe smile a fuckin’ little.”
Cindy heaved a sigh and folded her arms a little tighter. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, are we on this again?” 
“I’m just playin’ around, like always, and you gotta get a big ass chip on your shoulder. Every time.” 
Why do I do this to myself every damn morning? That thought wormed its way through her mind and she didn’t even stop herself from rolling her eyes. 
“Why is it that a girl has to be smiling all the fucking time, huh? Explain that one to me. The minute we aren’t, you all start assuming we’re on our period or some shit.”
Dickie turned in the chair, the poor thing groaning under his bulk, and fixed her with his beady eyes. “Well, you do a pretty damn good impression of a chick on the rag.”
That’s it! Cindy shot up from her chair and slapped him clean across his fat face, the crack of it echoing sharply off the walls. He was mumbling something, his eyes wide, rubbing his ruddy cheek as she stormed away. He was probably offering one of his lame ass apologies or cursing at her for having enough of his blather. Either way, she didn’t care. 
Cindy was halfway across the cafeteria when she spotted her other friend, the one she’d known since junior high, sitting off by her lonesome. It was a study in contrast. Where Cindy favored her denim jacket and weathered jeans, the young blonde seated in the corner was decked out in a lovely pale blue dress. Her eyes lifted and a smile beamed from ear to ear. 
Cindy slumped onto the bench across from her. “Hey, Apple, hope you’re having a nicer morning than me.” 
“It’d be nicer if my first class of the morning wasn’t algebra.” 
Oh, shit. Algebra. Why do I always forget about that? “I guess it could be worse, we could be stuck in gym with assholes like Dickie.” 
Apple had a great big textbook spread open in front of her, algebra of course, and she quickly nudged it shut. “Why do you still hang out with him if he’s such a pain?” 
Cindy shrugged and paused, thinking it over. “I don’t know. Loyalty or some nonsense like that. I mean, we’ve known each other since we were kids. He wasn’t always a jerk. He just grew into one.” 
“Screw him, then. And every boy like him. What you need is a fun night.”
Apple had an infectious way about her. Maybe it was her smile, all bright and lovely, or the sparkle in her blue eyes, but whatever it was, it had the peculiar effect of chasing away any worry or annoyance clinging to her. 
“A fun night?” Cindy giggled. “I forgot what those are like.” 
Apple squirmed in that way of hers, the way she moved any time a sudden idea took hold. “Hmm, we should totally see a movie tomorrow. Ooh, I know, we should go see Twister this weekend!”
Cindy was about to respond when Apple reached across the table and grabbed both of her hands, squeezing them tightly. 
“Please, please, say yes. It will be so much fun!” 
“How many damn times have you seen that by now?”
“Well, I mean, come on, it’s about a freaking tornado. And it’s got Helen Hunt in it! How could I not wanna see it again?” 
Cindy sighed, but a chuckle stumbled past her lips before she knew it. It was hard not to be giddy when you were around someone like Apple Rose. “Oh, alright. I’ll go see it with you on Friday. But only if you promise to go with me to see Scream when it opens in a few months. And I’m talking the midnight opening, not the day after.”
Apple just laughed and rolled her eyes, a playful grin spread across her face. “Fine, fine, you’ve pulled my leg. I’ll go see Scream too.”
Cindy shook her head, prying her hands away once Apple was content she’d gotten her way. It was enough to make her smile too, even if her morning hadn’t started off quite so great. “Thanks for that.”
Apple fussed around a bit, shoving her book back into her bright pink backpack. “For what?”
“For making me forget about asshat back there.”
Apple giggled, a gleam in her eyes. “Boys suck. I keep telling you that.”
“So you say. They are good for a thing or two sometimes, though.” 
“You want me to go clonk him on his fat head for you?”
Cindy enjoyed the idea, more than she might like to admit to anyone. “Nah, I mean he’s a dick and all, but he’s totally not worth it.”
Apple shrugged her small shoulders, glancing toward the clock on the far wall. “If you’re sure. Could be fun, though.”
“You’re a mess.”
“Maybe. But you like me for it.” 
That made Cindy laugh, big and loud. Sure, it was said in jest, but it was true as well. Apple was everything that Cindy never was, and she did like her for it. It made them quite the pair, an odd twosome who never seemed to fit together. Cindy was the girl from the “wrong side of the tracks” who had one of those reputations never truly earned but seemed to stick to a girl whether she was deserving of it or not. 
And Apple … Apple was everything a boy could like or want. She was bubbly and sweet and made captain of the cheerleading squad every single year. She was popular too—like all the others on the squad—but never seemed to pay it any mind. Even then, there was something about her that didn’t quite make sense. An aloof sort of quality that never really tracked with the kind of girl who caught the eye of every leering boy in school. 
Apple never noticed the way they stared, nor did she seem to care at all that she was likely the object of fantasy for damn near every boy inside the school. 
Except for Johnny Flake. 
Just when the bell was about to ring, he walked by, slow as could be, and locked eyes with her. Apple’s cheeks turned about fifty shades of pink and she giggled like a cute, shy little thing who’d caught a boy’s attention for the first time in her life. It was enough to bring a wry grin to Cindy’s face.
“The hell was that?”
Apple blushed even more and brushed it off with a wave of her hand. “I don’t know.”
“Come on, Johnny is hitting on you now?”
“It’s not like that.”
“It looked like that.”
Oh, that did it. Apple was already blushing, but she was positively scarlet now. 
“I mean, he’s cute and all.”
“Oh, he’s passable, I guess. Got that boyish, swimmer thing going on.”
Apple was staring at him now, chewing on a glittery pink nail, watching him wander out of the cafeteria. “More than passable.”
Cindy was about to say something else when the bell finally rang. Instead, she reached across and ruffled the bouncy blonde curls on Apple’s head. “See ya later, girlie. Don’t go slipping in a puddle of your own drool.” 
Apple was too lost in her own little world, wherever world that might be, to offer up much more than a nervous chuckle in reply. 
The rest of Cindy’s day went about as well as she expected. Classes were the same old tired shit, just like every other day before, and Dickie made a point to stay well away, perhaps hoping she might cool off from their tiff that morning. Cindy had cooled off, of course; she’d forgotten all about it by the time she and Apple had finished their usual morning talk, but she wasn’t about to let him know as much. 
Let his ass worry, she mused, as the end of the day drew near. Serves him right. 
And sure enough, it worked. By the time the last bell rang, he ambled up beside her just as she was leaving chemistry class and tugged gingerly on her arm. 
“Hey. Sorry about this morning.”
Cindy glanced at him; eyebrow raised suspiciously. “You sure about that?”
“Yeah. I’m sure. I was an ass.”
“I know.” Cindy smirked, though she was careful to keep him from seeing. “Just don’t go making a habit out of it, okay?”
“You like me anyway.”
He nudged into her shoulder, and his size was substantial enough it would have tipped her over had she not been expecting it. She nudged him back though, for all the good that did. 
“So, what’s up with that goofy friend of yours?”
“Who, Apple?”
He chuckled mightily. “Yeah. That one. What kind of name is that?”
“Like Dickie is any better?”
He just chuckled again, like always. If Dickie was good at one thing, it was not taking anything seriously. Not one damn little bit. 
Of course, he’ll say something. He’s got a damn opinion about everything. 
“I’m just curious what her story is, that’s all. Blue Balls Blondie, that’s what all the guys are callin’ her these days. And now Johnny’s all into her.”
Cindy had to bite her lip at first. Her instinct was to cuss at him, like usual, but she’d already slapped him once today and she thought it might be one step too far if she lost it on him again. “Blue Balls Blondie, seriously? God, you losers are so lame. Anyone ever tell you that?”
That did it. Dickie stopped in his tracks, puffing up his already sizable chest like he’d just been wounded to the very core. “It ain’t like I’m the one who came up with it!” 
“Down, tiger. Sheesh.” 
Cindy didn’t give him a chance to mouth off again. For all the crap girls took over being too emotional, the boys always seemed to get away with worse and then some. She stormed off and let him amble behind to catch up, wheezing loudly by the time he finally reached her. 
“Okay, okay. I’ll go easy on Blondie.”
“I don’t know what the deal with Johnny is, by the way. All I know is that he’s been making eyes at her for a week now.”
They were nearly to the front door and for some very odd reason, Dickie was quiet. Maybe he was trying to come up with something clever to say, or maybe he was just trying to catch his breath before speaking again. He really needs to spend more time running in gym and less time smoking behind the bleachers. Either way, Cindy didn’t mind. She liked the quiet, and when they stepped outside the school, the crisp touch of fall air was a welcome whisper against her skin. 
She closed her eyes and let the cool air fill her lungs, the faint crunch of dried leaves beneath her feet a sound she adored. But then a whiff of cigarette smoke caught her by surprise and a cough sputtered past her lips. 
“Goddammit, Dickie. You can’t get two steps out the door before you’re lighting up?”
He just shrugged his shoulders, taking a long, exaggerated puff off the damn thing, a goofy ass grin plastered on his face. 
“You’ll be dead by thirty. Mark my words.”
She was already headed toward her truck when he caught her by the arm, still puffing away and still grinning like a fool. “Hey, before you scurry off. Let’s meet out by the woods later tonight. Go stargazing and shit. Whatcha say, hmm?” 
Cindy rolled her eyes, but if she thought about it, it didn’t sound half bad. Her mother was working a double shift tonight—like most nights—and her father would be passed out drunk by eight. Also like most nights. 
“Oh, alright, you twisted my arm. That spot you found off County Road 8, right?”
Dickie talked with the cigarette bouncing between his thick lips. “Yep. I’ll even bag some beers from my old man. He won’t notice ’em gone.” 
Cindy twisted out of his grip and grinned as she turned to leave. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a bad fucking influence?”
He laughed heartily, those broad shoulders shrugging. “All the damn time, bitch.”
“Fuck you, loser!” She shouted back, before stomping off to her truck, grinning all the way. Hell, she even flipped him off for good measure. 
That was the way of things between them. They gave each other shit every single chance they had. It was familiar and comforting in a way, even if he had the annoying habit of pushing things too far at times. But that was familiar too, and she was good at pushing back. 
“See ya tonight!” were the last words she shouted in his direction, before climbing into the truck and hauling ass away from school, tires squealing and smoking on the pavement. He was no doubt laughing and likely coughing on that damn smoke, and the thought just made her snicker as she drove away. 
It was late by the time she finally snuck away from the house. Her father was—just as she’d predicted—passed out on the sofa and snoring like a train. Her mother was working a double shift—as she often did—and wouldn’t be home until seven the next morning. It wasn’t an ideal life by any stretch, but her mother did the best she could, and Cindy could never fault her for that. 
With her father noisily rattling the walls, Cindy slipped downstairs quietly and tiptoed out the front door, not that it really mattered. She could have tromped through the living room, knocked over a chair and shattered a vase on her way out the door, and he never would have heard it. Her drunk-ass father was dead to the world and would remain that way for quite some time. The drive out of town was about as boring as could be, but it was nothing a little Stone Temple Pilots couldn’t fix. She drove her beat-up old ’85 Ford Truck out toward County Road 8, just like Dickie had said, and found a dirt path that veered off toward the woods. 
From there it was a bit of a hike, but Cindy savored the chance to enjoy some of the sharp fall air. The slight chill fluttered goosebumps along her arms—not that she minded, of course. This was her favorite time year, and a little trip out was just what she needed. Tangled branches, dry underbrush, and fall leaves crunched beneath her boots, and the hoot of an owl drifted through the air as she neared the tree line. It was damn near serene, and as she approached the thin woods ahead, she spied the flickering glow of a campfire among the trees. 
“About fucking time!” 
Dickie’s harsh voice cut through the silence and Cindy tromped across the undergrowth as she weaved her way between the tall trees. 
“I was beginnin’ to think your skinny ass wasn’t gonna show!” 
“Goddamn, Dickie … how many have you been through?” 
There he was, plopped on the shattered husk of a fallen tree, a few crushed cans of beer littered around his feet. She tried to count them, but he kicked some away before she could. 
“Fuck, I don’t know. Five, maybe?”
Oh, shit. Now he’s gonna be insufferable. “You just can’t go easy, can ya?”
“Oh, shut up and come here.” He got to his feet and nearly tumbled over. With a groan, he ambled over and grabbed her by the wrist. “You need to be a little nicer, okay?”
He shoved
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