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        Liam

      

      

      

      “Oh, I’m not a member.” I give Bambi a lopsided grin.

      Yes, that’s her actual name, or at least the name she goes by in school.

      She tilts her head toward the frat house, then at me.

      “You said we could go to this party when I asked.”

      “And we can. Several of my buddies are members.”

      She crosses her arms. “My big sister said I’m supposed to find a guy from one of our fellow fraternities to take to the mixer.”

      I shrug. “Okay, go find one.”

      Her eyes bug.

      “What?”

      “You just took me out to dinner.”

      “And?”

      She bats her eyes, and her long top lashes catch in her blond bangs. I may as well end this now, since there’s no way I’m paying to sit through her chomping a salad again. Between the nonstop talking and heavy makeup, she reminds me way too much of my Aunt Misty.

      “You don’t care if I go in that house and look for a new date?” Bambi chokes out.

      “Since I don’t meet your qualifications, I’d be a fool to hold you back from someone who does.”

      She pouts until her lips resemble a fish face. I start up the porch to the house, and she catches my arm. “Where are you going?”

      “The party.”

      “Without me?”

      I throw up my hands. “Look, you asked to come here, so I brought you. Do you want to go or not?”

      Her eyes trail across the front of the house like she’s pondering what’s inside. I shake my head and brush past her, through the front door.

      Kenny Chesney echoes across the room just loud enough for me to make out the lyrics above everyone talking. A mechanical bull is set up where the coffee table usually stays. Three girls in tight skirts attempt to straddle it. One makes it on, then falls off on the first spin. Another falls down laughing at her and spills her White Claw. I let out a long breath and head for the kitchen.

      Partying has never been my scene. Maybe I’m an old soul, but I’d rather spend my weekends in a tree stand than doing a keg stand. But I have enough friends here to know where they keep the good stuff.

      I reach past a couple making out and open the refrigerator door. In the very back, hidden behind all the alcohol, is a gallon of Milo’s sweet tea. I pull it out and smile when I notice the untouched lid.

      Nobody’s tinkered with it yet, which means it’s not spiked.

      I find a red Solo cup and pour it full of tea. Then I set the jug on the counter since the kissing couple has plastered themselves in front of the refrigerator. Best not chance accidentally touching the girl and getting myself in trouble.

      That’s usually how things go for me.

      I like to flirt and tease, but I never mess around. I’m all bark and no bite, but somehow that comes back to bite me in the butt.

      I chug my tea and head out back to find my friends. If Bambi needs a ride when I’m ready, I’ll gladly drop her off. Then I’ll never give her a ride—or a date—again.

      She’s just another name on my long list of disappointing girls. I was told college would have plenty of smart, ambitious women. So far, I’ve only attracted the type hunting a good time or a Mrs. Degree.

      That’s not really a thing, though I’ve overheard plenty of girls say they came to college to find a husband. Good luck with that.

      I scratch my head and survey the lawn full of drunken cowboys and semi-preppy country boys. None of them look remotely interested in finding a wife, myself included. Though I admit I wouldn’t mind having a girlfriend.

      “Liam!”

      A thin arm swings around my chest, jerking me back. I steady my cup to keep from spilling my tea before turning around. A tall girl with braided hair smiles and giggles.

      I recognize the face, but a name doesn’t come to mind.

      She attempts to straighten her Christmas headband, but makes it worse. A tiny bell at the top jingles as she fumbles with it.

      “I’m wearing mistletoe.”

      “Actually that’s holly. Mistletoe is white.”

      “Oh, silly.” She swipes her hand down my chest.

      I take a step to walk away, but she grabs the collar of my shirt and pulls me to her. She presses her lips to mine before I can shake her loose.

      “Liam!”

      How is she yelling and kissing me at the same time?

      I hear my name again and open one eye. Bambi is behind us. I jump back, causing the girl who doesn’t know mistletoe to stumble.

      “How could you on a date with me!”

      “I thought you ended our date.”

      Bambi’s blue eyes turn ice cold. “When did I do that?”

      “When you went to look for other guys.”

      “I never said I was done with you.”

      “I’m sorry, she just attacked me.” I point to holly headband, who isn’t amused.

      “Attacked you? You kissed me back.”

      “I . . .” Both girls stare daggers at me as I back away.

      My buddy Tiger walks up in a Santa suit. He’s holding a black trash bag in one hand. Maybe that’s his Santa sack. You never know with Tiger. He swings his arms around the girls’ shoulders.

      “Ho, ho, ho, who wants to sit on Santa’s lap and tell him what y’all want for Christmas?”

      Bambi snarls at the trash bag beside her and the braid girl rolls her eyes. They both cut loose and go separate ways.

      “Thanks.” I smirk at Tiger.

      He looks ridiculous drowning in that suit. Not to mention he’s wearing a cowboy hat and no beard.

      “Must be the suit.” He sniffs his sleeve. “Stephen picked it up at a thrift store.”

      I laugh and drink the rest of my tea.

      “What was that catfight about?”

      “They’re mad at me over nothing, as usual.”

      He holds his belt and lets out a mock Santa chuckle. I notice he’s wearing one of his rodeo belt buckles. Figures. I rarely see him without one. But if I rode bulls, I might be the same way.

      “I didn’t expect to see you tonight.”

      “I was on a date with the blond, and she wanted to come here after supper.”

      He lifts his chin.

      “There was a bit of a misunderstanding as to when the date ended.”

      He nods. “Been there.”

      Tiger starts walking, picking up trash along the way. I follow him across the backyard and under a volleyball net. He stops at a cooler and grabs two waters, handing one to me.

      “Thanks.”

      We stand at the edge of the property and stare into the road. It’s that crazy time of year when everyone is done with finals but nobody has gone home yet.

      I stare at Tiger’s ridiculous outfit as he chugs his water. His eyes bug and he points toward the road, shaking his hand wildly.

      “What?”

      He spits some water and gasps. “Ain’t that your truck?”

      I crane my neck to find my taillights dimming as the truck turns down a side road. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I take off running.

      Even though I’m running back for my intramural flag football team, steel-toe boots and a belly full of sweet tea don’t do me any favors. I whip my arms back and forth to gain momentum. I spot a blond head in the driver’s seat right before I catch up to it.

      Bambi turns her head, sees me, and gasses it.

      I run about another block before she screeches the tires and heads for a different area of campus. I bend with my hands on my knees to catch my breath, then pull out my phone.

      “Ho, ho, hello?” Tiger drawls out his words like the crazy cowboy Santa he is.

      “Tiger.” I pause and catch my breath. “Come get me. I’m halfway to the stadium. I lost the truck when it headed toward town.”

      “Dude, I’ve had a margarita.”

      I sigh. “Just one?”

      He hesitates. “You know I’m a lightweight. Anyhow, Conner made it.”

      Enough said. It was probably ninety percent alcohol and big as a cow trough.

      “All right. I’ll get an Uber.”

      I hang up on Tiger and go to the Uber app.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” All the Uber drivers are backed up, and based on how everyone looked at the party, Tiger was my best shot at a sober ride.

      I scroll through my contacts. Everyone I know here was at the party . . . except.

      There’s one person I’m certain isn’t at a party, because she doesn’t go anywhere that’s fun. I’ve never asked her for a favor before, and we’re not exactly friends, but she’s the most dependable person I know. The ideal choice for when I need someone sober and sane enough to drive me around to find my truck.

      I hover over her name for a second before clicking the call button. My ear tingles as the phone rings. I’ll likely get a motherly speech about how I shouldn’t leave my keys in my truck. If I get my truck, however, it’s worth it.

      “Hello?”

      “Carmelita, it’s Liam.”

      “Liam who?”

      Great. “Liam Sanderson. You tutor me in chemistry and calculus, and also that one time in history.”

      “Hey. You had all your finals today, right?”

      “Yeah, I need another favor, if you don’t mind.”

      There’s a long pause.

      “From me?”

      I bite my tongue to keep from cursing. For the smartest person I know, she sure is clueless.

      “I’m kinda in a time crunch. My truck was stolen and—”

      “Have you called the cops?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I know who stole it. I just have to locate it and get it back. You’re the only person around I know who’s sober right now.”

      “You’re drunk.”

      I slap my forehead. Why did I call her? “No, I’m sober too, but I need a ride, and there’s no Ubers around right now.”

      I swear, I could’ve had my cousin three hours away be here by now.

      “Where are you?”

      My shoulders lift with the hope of getting a ride. I glance around, realizing I’ve walked farther than I thought while talking to her. “War Eagle Way.”

      “Stay there, and I’ll come get you.”

      Before I can say thanks, she hangs up. I stare at my phone before returning it to my pocket.

      Should I call the cops? I don’t want to have Bambi arrested or anything. I just want my dang truck back in the condition she found it. I sit on the curb and drop my head in my hands.

      A breeze blows through, reminding me it’s December. I fold my arms into my chest. Between the mild weather we’re having and running like a maniac, I’m just now feeling the chill.

      Of course, you wouldn’t know it’s December with the way most of the girls here are dressed. Except for the one rolling down her window.

      Carmelita’s head pops out of her tiny red car. She’s wearing a thick weather-appropriate sweatshirt.

      “Come on.”

      I hop up and hurry to the passenger side. The inside of her car is super neat and clean, and I’d expect nothing less. She’s the type of person you’d expect to one day cure cancer or become president. We met last year in chemistry class. I was fortunate enough to have her as a lab partner.

      She was the quiet chick in the back. I sat by her because she was hot. Smart choice on my part, as she’s also a genius. It’s super rare a girl is both. She’s like a unicorn or robot or something.

      “Where did it go?”

      I’m still so mesmerized at how clean her car is that her voice catches me off guard. “Oh, she headed toward the stadium. I’m afraid she’s leaving campus.”

      “She?” Carmelita raises a brow.

      I point toward the road, ignoring the comment. She drives toward the stadium, and we both look out our windows for the truck.

      “Was she drunk?”

      My stomach buckles. I hadn’t considered that possibility. Once inside the frat house, I lost track of her. She seemed sober enough when she tried to fight braided hair, but who knows? Maybe I should’ve called the cops?

      “I’m pretty sure she was sober.”

      “Pretty sure?” Carmelita raises a brow.

      I squirm in my seat. It’s like I’m in one of those thriller movies where they pick you up for an innocent ride that turns into an interrogation.

      “You should really call the cops.”

      My hand tingles as I reach for my phone. The last thing I want is to send this gal to jail or put something on her record. I pull out my phone and take my time searching for the campus police number.

      Carmelita already knows I’m not that smart, so maybe she thinks nothing suspicious about me taking forever. I’m about to hit the call button when she stops.

      I glance out the windshield to find my truck pulled up to the Bo Jackson statue. I drop my phone and jump out. It’s still cranked, but I don’t see anyone in it.

      There’s no trace of Bambi or anyone else. Very strange. I double check for anything that might be hers like a purse or something before walking back to Carmelita.

      She rolls down the window and squints at my truck. “What happened?”

      I shrug. “Beats me. But the truck looks fine. Like she left it here running.”

      Carmelita frowns. “I’ll move back and wait to see if it’s drivable.”

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      Once she’s out of the way, I back up as if everything is normal. I hang my arm out the window and give her a thumbs-up. Then I drive my butt home before anything else crazy can happen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Carmelita

      

      

      

      I stand in front of my full-length mirror, holding a blazer in one hand and a blouse in the other. In a few hours, I’ll sign all the necessary paperwork for my first full-time job. Even better, it’s with the company I’ve interned for during my undergrad and master’s degrees. I settle on the blouse to go with my black skirt in an effort to look professional but not too anxious, then return the blazer to the back of my closet.

      A suitcase falls when I reach toward the back. I swallow and push it against the wall. I still haven’t made up my mind about Christmas. Papa and Mama want me to go home, as I should. More than anything, I want to spend time with my grandparents. However, I don’t want the third degree from everyone about moving back to the island.

      They all but kidnapped me when they flew in for my graduation. Now that I’m officially done with school, I have no official excuse for staying here. That is, until I start work full time.

      I came halfway across the world to college for a reason, and I’m taking a job here for the same reason. No matter how much I love my family and Filipino traditions, I outgrew Oval Island long ago.

      I shrug on the red blouse and button the front, then pull my dark hair over the neck. Sliding into my black heels, I lock up my room and stop in the kitchen for a bottle of water. As soon as I settle into my job, apartment hunting will be a priority. I’ve spent my entire college career in a shared living space.

      My own bedroom and bathroom aren’t enough. I want my own kitchen, where I can cook dishes from back home without odd looks.

      With my purse in one hand and my water in the other, I head for my car. The parking lot is almost bare, with most students gone home for the holidays by now. I have until the end of the month to move out, which shouldn’t be an issue. All of my belongings will fit in two carloads.

      I climb in my car and smile at the excitement of a new apartment. Picking out furniture and new decor is something I’ve looked forward to for some time. Mama always dictated how I decorated at home, and for the most part, what I wore. One of my favorite things about America is all the freedom of choices. College was my first time making any choices for myself. That scared me at first, but I’ve grown to prefer it.

      Traffic is light, and I make it to the Alabama Science Services building in a few minutes. I’d satisfied my parents with majoring in environmental engineering. They said that would help out the family business greatly. I smiled and said nothing, even though I had no intention of going back home after graduation. Only Lola, my grandmother, knows I’ve been offered a permanent position here.

      I’ll eventually tell them all, but not today.

      The building is sleek and metal to match the science and computer operations inside. I’ll be in the lab, which I prefer. A quiet space to figure things out on my own.

      Heat hits me when I open the heavy glass door. My heels click against the tile floor made to look like wooden planks. I greet the receptionist and continue toward Janice’s office.

      I spot her bright pink dress before anything else. Her earrings are the exact same color, in the shape of flamingos. After I knock softly on her open door, she motions me inside.

      “Hi, Mrs. Janice.”

      “Come in. Have a seat.” Her lips press together.

      I sit in front of her desk, expecting her to slide me a stack of papers. Instead, she sits in her chair and sighs.

      “I’m afraid I’ve got some unfortunate news.”

      My eyebrows raise so high I get a headache.

      Janice clicks her computer mouse and stares at the screen.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask hesitantly.

      She turns to me. “Your visa is expired.”

      “It’s still good.”

      She wavers her head. “If you were a student, but you graduated last week.”

      “So what can I do to extend it?”

      Janice clicks something on her computer and scrolls her mouse. “Have you applied for OPT?”

      My palms start to sweat. Since I haven’t heard of the term, I’m guessing that’s a no.

      She glances at me and must read my mind. “Optional Practical Training.”

      “Oh no, ma’am. But I have a STEM degree and, as you know, have interned here the past two years.”

      She frowns. “Sorry, hon, I’m afraid that’s not enough. You have to file certain paperwork to get approval for the extension.”

      I let out a large breath and steady myself before responding. Do not freak out.

      “Can I do that now, like today?”

      “You can start the process, but even once the ball is rolling, there’s no guarantee you’d get approved.”

      “No guarantee?” My voice squeaks.

      “You have to prove that you’re so valuable to the company that they will grant it. That’s why you should’ve started the process months ago.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I swallow, on the brink of crying.

      “Carmelita, I’m so sorry, but it wasn’t my responsibility. I had no idea what you had set up until this morning when I pulled your paperwork. These are questions you should’ve gone over with an advisor or maybe a professor.”

      I breathe in and out, my chest shaking. This is the problem with everyone always arranging things for me. My culture has prepared me to succeed in many ways, but not when it comes to making decisions.

      Between my parents, my grandparents, and our housekeeper, I never even had to think about food. When the clock hit a certain hour, snacks would magically appear. My first time in the student food court was like sifting through hits on Google search.

      “Any advice on how to prove I’m valuable?”

      Janice shrugs. “We can put in a good word about your work here, and you have excellent grades from school. However, there are tons of applicants for this position, many with advanced degrees and more work experience than you.”

      I stare at my hands, which are fisted around the ends of my pencil skirt. I relax my fingers and run them across the wrinkles I made on my clothing.

      “If you plan on staying in the States long-term, you’re better off to apply for a green card. You can apply as working in the sciences.”

      “And that will work?”

      Janice laughs. “Maybe, but you’d have better luck if you were married.”

      “Pardon?”

      “If you were married to a US citizen, then it would be another reason to get the process moving. And though it may take a while, they’re certain to approve it.”

      Once I realize Janice isn’t joking, I unhinge my jaw enough to respond. “So you’re suggesting I get married?”

      She taps her fingernails on the desk and gives me a complacent stare. “I’m not suggesting anything, simply giving you all the options.”

      I nod.

      She types something else on the keyboard and turns her screen to me. “I can email you this information about how to apply and—”

      My phone buzzes in my purse. I silence it. “Sorry about that.”

      “I’ll email you all the links. Everything can be done online now. In the meantime, I’ll notify Rodney about your status.”

      “What do I do now?” I wipe my hands across my skirt again.

      I’d planned on starting work today, or at the latest tomorrow.

      “Keep me posted. I’ll try and hold the position open as long as I can, but there’s a lot of great applicants.”

      I bite my bottom lip and nod. “Thanks for all your help.”

      “Sure thing, hon. Take care.”

      I force a slight smile and let myself out. Janice gives me a sympathetic face. I’d bet my bank account she’s silently blessing my heart, like all the women her age do around here in these situations.

      Except my situation is a little trickier than most.

      My phone buzzes again. I answer without checking the caller. “Hello?”

      “Darling, how’s your day going?”

      I open my car door and fall into the seat. The last person I want to talk with right now is my mother.

      “Good,” I lie. “How’s everything there?” I almost said “home,” but stopped myself in time.

      “We miss you.”

      I laugh. “You saw me last week.”

      “I know, but we’re ready for you to come home anytime. The island is decorated beautifully. You’ve already missed most of the holiday.”

      I rest my forehead against the steering wheel. While Americans start advertising and marketing Christmas in the fall, we start celebrating Christmas in the fall. I always argued it’s not as special that way, but Mama loves the opportunity to dress up our property and host events.

      “I’m actually pretty busy right now,” I lie again.

      Guilt washes through me. I don’t usually lie to Mama, especially twice in one conversation. I prefer to omit information instead. Like the fact that I’m about to start a job at Auburn as soon as I can get my citizenship situation settled.

      A country song plays loudly beside me. I close the car door, thinking it’s someone driving nearby. Then the main part of the chorus repeats itself two more times.

      “Mama, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you back. Love you!”

      I commit the ultimate sin by hanging up on her. Then I reach across the passenger seat and fumble around the floorboard until I spot a phone lighting up.

      The caller ID says “Tiger” across the screen. I pick up the phone and notice the background is Liam holding a buck. Liam’s phone. He must’ve dropped it last night.

      I dismiss the call, since I’m in no mood to explain to whomever Tiger is why I’m on the other end of the line. It might be the girl who stole his truck. Sounds like a stripper name, but that’s none of my business.

      However, I do need to return this phone. And since I won’t be working today, I have time to now.
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        Carmelita

      

      

      
      I don’t generally make house calls, but I have gone to Liam’s trailer twice. I’ve tutored him more than most clients, since several of our classes overlapped and he needed help in most.

      I wouldn’t call Liam dumb at all, more like uninterested. He’s the type who would do great out in the work field, but doesn’t do well in the classroom with tests and textbooks. Whenever we did hands-on assignments, he often outperformed me. Too bad most of our grades relied on written tests.

      Tiger Fields isn’t far from campus, nor from Alabama Science Services. He lives alone on the back street with most of the other older mobile homes. Had I not already known him well, there’s no way I’d go someplace like this alone at night to tutor a guy.

      But it’s Liam.

      I’ve never heard him curse or seen him drink alcohol. He owns a lot of guns, but all hunting rifles. In fact, that’s about all he does is hunt. For the most part, he’s harmless. Both times I came here before, he offered me sweet tea when I arrived, then stood on the porch and watched until I drove away safely.

      Actually, he’s more than harmless. He’s a gentleman with a strong streak of redneck flair.

      The only difference in Liam and the upper-class guys back home is that they don’t say “y’all” or put ice in their tea.

      I park beside his truck, which appears to have made it back unscathed. Three concrete blocks lead to his front door. An envelope with his name printed on the front is taped to the storm door. I ignore it and knock since there isn’t a doorbell.

      After a minute in the cool air with no answer, I knock louder. A few seconds pass, then I hear footsteps from the back. The vinyl door pops open to Liam in a pair of boxer briefs.

      I shield my eyes and lean back. My heel catches on the edge of the step and I start to go down. A hand wraps around my waist and pulls me inside.

      The door slams shut, and I wince. With my hand still covering my eyes, I try and erase what I just witnessed. Liam, in his underwear, with ruffled hair.

      “You can look now.”

      I blink open one eye and peek through my fingers to find him wearing a camouflage-print throw blanket around his waist.

      “Sorry about that. Most anyone here this early has already seen me like this.”

      “No comment.” I exhale and drop my hand, then raise my other hand that’s holding his phone. “I found this in my car.”

      “Oh thanks.” He yawns.

      “Sorry I didn’t notice last night.”

      “It’s all right. I haven’t missed it. I just woke up.”

      I blink. “It’s close to ten by now.”

      “So?”

      I shake my head. “Anyway, I’ll get out of your hair.” I reach for the door.

      Liam snakes his arm around and pulls it open for me, then rips the envelope. “What’s this?”

      I shrug and continue down the steps to my car.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      I jerk my head back to him poised in the doorway, the throw still around his waist. I continue walking and reach for my car door, then stop. Whether it’s empathy or nosiness, I turn and go back toward Liam.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He shoves the paper toward me and runs a hand over his hair.

      I scan the document, which looks official. It’s from the mobile home park and states that he has until January 1 to upgrade his trailer.

      “Why would they do this? My trailer has been here since nineteen eighty-six.” Liam slaps the door frame and a piece of vinyl chips off.

      It falls beside my shoe in the grass. I bend to pick it up, then rub my arms at the chill when I stand quickly.

      “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Take my blanket.”

      “Liam, I—”

      Before I can finish saying I don’t need it, he tosses the blanket at my face. I drop my gaze to the ground as I wrap it around my shoulders.

      “Be right back,” I hear him call as the door slams again.

      I glance around the park and nod at an older man in the lot beside Liam’s. He tips his cap and continues working on his truck.

      Liam returns in jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. He narrows his eyes at me. “I’ve never seen you so dressed up.”

      “I thought I was starting my new job today.”

      He laughs. “At that place called—”

      “Don’t say it!”

      “Okay, but you know I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”

      I roll my eyes. Although I’d never admit it, one of the first things I noticed about Alabama Science Services was the company’s initials. My first semester interning, a marketing intern was let go for making a letterhead with the acronym and printing it on a large quantity of envelopes. A longtime client called a week later to say he got a company Christmas card from “a rather colorful return address.”

      Liam smiles, and I momentarily forget that I’m about to be deported and he’s about to be homeless. The man next door bangs something against his truck, jolting me back to reality.

      “Anyway, I didn’t start my work visa process soon enough to start my job.”

      Liam scratches his head. “I thought you had like a green card or something?”

      I chuckle. “I wish.”

      “Why don’t you just get one of those, then?”

      “It’s not that simple. Trust me, I asked.”

      He crosses his arms and sighs. “Well, you helped me last night. If there’s any way I can help you with that, let me know.”

      “You can marry me,” I say sarcastically.

      He bursts out laughing so hard that I’m a bit offended. “Is it that absurd to think someone would marry me?”

      He coughs. “No, just funny that you thought I should.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      He balks. “We’re polar opposites.”

      “Yeah, but what’s wrong with marrying me?”

      “Nothing, for someone else.”

      My jaw drops. Is he insinuating I’m not good enough for him?

      “What does that mean?”

      “I dunno. Nothing against you. I don’t date smart girls, is all.”

      “Clearly, since your last date stole your car.”

      “Now that’s just wrong.” He narrows his blue eyes at me.

      I stare at the ground, regretting my last comment, but not enough to apologize just yet.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’m about to lose my residence.”

      I look up. “Sorry about that. At least you’ll still have the lot, right?”

      He laughs. “A lot of good that’ll do. If they won’t let me have an old trailer, I doubt they’ll let me pitch a tent.”

      “At least you don’t have to find a place to live and a husband.”

      “Darling, if I ever go looking for a husband, something’s terribly wrong.”

      My stomach twitches. Nobody’s ever called me “darling” before, and there’s something soothing in the way Liam drawls out the word to about four syllables. He smiles wider, and my stomach twists harder. Most likely it’s from stress piled onto nothing but water all day. However, I don’t care to hang around and find out.

      “I’ll let you get back to sleep or whatever you have planned for the day.” I step toward my car and open the door.

      Stupid blanket. I unwrap my shoulders. When I turn to take it back, I bump into Liam’s chest. I raise the throw in my fisted hands.

      “You can keep it if you need it,” he says.

      “I may not have a job yet, or a home for long, but I do have blankets.”

      He smirks. “I would offer you my extra bedroom, but it’s about to get demolished.”

      My cheeks flush when he mentions a bedroom. Even though it’s an extra bedroom, Liam mentioning it catches me off guard.

      “Good luck with that.” I give him an awkward thumbs-up and slide into my car.

      He backs up so I can close the door. Then I drive away, trying to ignore the neighbor peeing beside his truck and Liam wearing a smirk that flips my stomach even more.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Liam

      

      

      
      Did Carmelita just ask me to marry her?

      Clearly, she was being sarcastic. But as I stand in the yard and watch her drive out of the trailer park, my mind conjures up images of her in a long white dress with a ring on her finger.

      I shake my head to snap myself out of it. The last thing I need in my life is a woman, especially one I’d have to keep up.

      What a proposal that would be. Hey, you think I’m kinda stupid and my house is getting destroyed, but want to get married?

      If last night wasn’t a sign I need to stay single, this is.

      I shake my head at Tom taking a whiz by his truck. He thinks he’s being discreet, but dropping his jeans to his knees gives it away.

      I ball up the blanket in my hand and go inside. Good thing about Carmelita waking me up is I can get a head start on finding a new place.

      The linoleum floor squeaks when I hurry across the kitchen for my laptop. This place could fall apart any day, but it’s my place. I chose this trailer my freshman year. It’s on a quiet street and fits my nonchalant attitude. If I’d gotten a new mobile home, then Mama would be on me to clean up and “keep it nice.”

      When she visits me here, she blesses my heart and brings me lots of homemade candy.

      I plop down in my recliner, which is fairly new. Call me an old man if you will, but a comfy place to sit is a priority. I recline slightly and pop out the legs before opening my laptop.

      Living in an apartment sounded confining when I came to college. But I doubt Daddy would buy me a new trailer
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