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  About At the Stars


A GIRL TRYING TO LEAVE HER PAST BEHIND 
I was a normal teenager who loved music and dancing, until the day I was attacked in my favorite record store. A few years later when my mom succumbed to depression and took her own life, I couldn’t stay in my hometown with all the memories and the curious stares. I decided to get in my car and just go – except my car decided it was done going outside a tiny place called Evergreen Grove. That’s where I found Jake. Or I guess Jake found me.
A GUY WHO CAN’T LET HIS GO
For the last eight years, all I can think about is the day I ended another man’s life. Then I manage to save Cassie’s, and I feel like maybe I’ve got some kind of second chance. To do what I couldn’t before, or maybe even for something bigger. Something like love. If only I could feel like I deserve her...

Author's note: this book contains mention of past sexual assault, suicide, and mental health issues. I have done my best to be sensitive in my handling of these matters.






  
  

To you. Because you’re a survivor, and you’re beautiful.








  
  Chapter 1
THIS BITCH IS GONZO


Cassie 
I gotta be honest, it’s one hell of a rush staring down a tractor trailer in the rain.
So much of one I can hardly breathe as hot, heavy drops batter my prickly skin. I swear even with the truck’s horn blaring at me, I can hear every freaking beat of my heart. Really hear it, like that whoosh – whoosh – whoosh sound is rushing into my ears through a set of quality headphones.
I feel... alive. Free, like I haven’t been since maybe ever.
I spread my arms out to my sides, laughing. That high-pitched, throat-searing, I’m-totally-cracked sort of laughter that you hear from crazy cartoon villains. Because I am. Crazy, I mean. Not in the wearing tinfoil helmets to protect myself from government mind-control kind of way, but, you know.
Crazy in the staring-down-a-semi-in-the-rain-at-night kind of way.
Honestly. I’m not out here in the middle of the road trying to die. I just... needed to remember what it was like. Staring that possibility in the face.
The truck horn blares again. Adrenaline surges inside me. God, this is nuts. I need to move.
I’m about to, when I hear the yell.
“Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with you?”
It’s late and dark, and I’m startled enough that at first I can’t tell where the shouting is coming from. It nearly sends me a mile up in the air.
I finally command my feet to move, but then something—someone—tackles me from the side. I roll and land in a squishy patch of wet grass by a busted fence on the far side of the road. Half on top of the extremely large guy who shoved me.
The tractor trailer rumbles past. I can’t understand what the driver shouts as he goes by, but I’m sure I can fill in the blanks. Stupid bitch.
Certainly, I’ll agree this is not my finest hour.
Then it’s like one of those things you see in movies: I’m trying to get off of him, the guy who grabbed me. We’re both wet and so is the grass, so I keep slipping. He’s trying to help me so the whole thing is a mess of grabbing hands and apologies and foreheads clunking into each other. I’m thinking if this was a movie and not my life, it might be the comedy portion where everyone points and laughs.
“Would you stop struggling and let me help you up?” Okay, he doesn’t sound like he finds any of this funny.
It hits me that it’s three in the morning, and I’m making the stupidest thing I’ve ever done even stupider. It doesn’t help that there’s a completely dangerous moment when I let this guy’s warmth, the steady way he’s propping me up, and the rhythm of his minty breath in my ear comfort me.
These past weeks without Mom have felt so empty and I fought so hard to hide away from the “you poor thing” stares that I don’t know when I last touched another person. It’s too, too easy to let the warmth seep into my skin and muscles. To forget my defenses. Then I remember a strange man has his arms around my shoulders.
Stupid. Stupid.
I jump, sending my elbow into his solar plexus. I run toward the road, but I slip on gravel and fall.
He coughs hard and folds forward, but still manages to grab hold of my leg. “Hey. Stop. What the fuck are you thinking?” His reflexes are fast. I’m ready to stomp on his hand with my other foot when he growls, “Dammit, I’ll let go if you promise not to try and get run over again.”
I stop, sinking my weight into my heels. Heat rushes over my body, making me feverish in spite of the fact that I’m soggy. A drum pounds in my chest. I want to be anywhere else, but I’m out of options.
Anyway, this is my mess. I put myself here.
His shadowy form looms large. This guy’s definitely big, and I can feel his lingering heat and the shape of his muscles like they’re still molded to my body. Serious bulk—the kind that flexed and rippled each time he moved against me. He must work out.
Mental note: I’m going to add “you must work out” to my list of things never to say to random people I meet on the side of the road.
So I’m out here in the middle of the night, in the rain, with a total stranger who’s bigger, stronger, and can probably outfight me. Oh yeah, and I have no car because it died earlier over on the shoulder, which is kind of what started my epic meltdown. So if this guy’s a psycho, I’m more than a little screwed.
Now that I think about it, maybe the fact that he’s probably already pegged me for a whack job will work in my favor.
“I don’t know what you’re even doing here. I was fine, you know. I wasn’t going to let it hit me.” I put my hands on my hips. Okay, so I’m being defensive, but we’ve gotten off to a seriously bad start. Even if I never see him again, I’m intent on showing him I’m no helpless damsel.
I’ll never be helpless again.
He points up ahead to where my dead car sits with its hood up. “Well, first I thought I saw a broken-down car and decided to check it out. Then I saw some crazy-ass chick with a death wish playing chicken with an eighteen-wheeler.”
He’s standing there with dark hair plastered to his forehead and a white T-shirt clinging to his body. In the little bit of light his truck’s headlights provide, I can see the judgment all over his face. Rivulets of rain run over the hard line of his lips and down the sharp edge of his jaw. This bitch is gonzo, that look says.
In spite of his contempt, his scowling face is an attractive one. It’s a realization that throws me. I don’t often think about men that way. I tell myself it’s not safe to even look, especially not with a stranger. Heaven forbid they think I’m interested. I’m sure my mom would have reminded me to keep my eyes to myself. She’s not here though, and this guy hasn’t done a thing to me so far. Except yell and try to save my life.
“I’m not— I told you, I was going to move.” I try to act big by pulling myself up to my full and oh-so-average height of five-six and crossing my arms over my chest. Like he’s got some nerve insinuating I’m totally out of my tree. I’m not actually crazy. He wouldn’t understand, and I’m not about to explain myself to a stranger in the rain.
“You think that makes it okay? What if that truck had swerved the same way you ran? What if you’d tripped? Even when you have a plan, shit goes wrong. You’d have been road kill.”
Some of my hot air leaks out, because he’s right and I don’t have a good counter-argument. What I did was reckless, it’s the middle of the night, and I wasn’t thinking. The car my mother bought me died on the side of the road, right in the middle of a road trip where I was supposed to be finding myself. Not so long after my mother herself passed away. I had a moment of insanity.
At the moment, I’d been feeling like the universe had something to tell me. The message sounded a lot like “Nyah, nyah, sucks to be you.” I can’t explain any of this to my angry rescuer, though. I can’t expect a rational person to understand.
Since this guy seems determined to pick a fight or whatever, I decide to get him to go away as fast as I can. “Listen, you’re right. I freaked out because it’s late and my car died. I went a little over the edge. Now, I’m exhausted and I need to find a taxi and a hotel. Thanks for helping, but you can go. I swear I’m sane and sober and not a danger to myself or others.”
I smile at him, brighter and broader than I thought I was able. I haven’t smiled much at all in years. Not since the attack and definitely not since Mom died. I smile now because I want this guy to believe me, to buy the story that I won’t hurt myself in any way. Smiles always help sell things, at least that’s what my manager at Big Mug Root Beer and Burgers always said.
I guess I suck at selling my own sanity as much as I sucked at selling Big Mug Mega Burgers.
He ambles across the narrow road, peering under my car’s raised hood. He shakes his head. “No way you’re gonna get a cab out here at this hour. Now, unless you can tell me you’ve got a ride coming, I’m not leaving you here on your own.”


      ***Jake
Used to be, I could see Davidson Banes whether I was awake or asleep. Bouncing on the balls of his feet with a cheese-eating grin while we sparred, and then falling to the mat that last time after I slugged him. These days, it’s mostly—mostly—only when I close my eyes that I see his lifeless body at my feet. Mostly.
Watching this girl though, who’s now sitting in my truck beside me, trying to face off with an oncoming semi? I could see it all happening before I got to her. In my mind she was already down in the road, flattened under those tires. Lights out in an instant, like Dave.
I couldn’t stop Davidson from going down. His girl, Maria, looked at me like I was a monster so I couldn’t even offer any comfort. Knowing how every problem I try to fix turns to shit, I should probably stay away from this girl, too. Except only a complete asshole leaves a young woman alone on the road at night, and maybe if I stop her from going down like I couldn’t stop Davidson...
Maybe it makes up for something. Am I completely fucked in the head for wanting that to be true?
Meanwhile, I’ve got a drowned kitten on the seat next to me, looking like she’d rather be getting declawed. That makes two of us, doll.
It took forever to convince her just to get in the truck. I guess it’s good, being cautious and everything, but between getting in a vehicle with me and staying out there alone all night? I wasn’t leaving her in the dark by a fucking exit ramp.
She stares out the window with her body wrapped up tight in a ball. Knees pulled to her chest, arms wrapped around the tops of them to keep everything tucked in. I’ve blasted the heat, but she’s wet and shivering. “Hey. Here.” I reach behind the passenger seat for my jacket and hand it over. “Put this on. Should keep you warm.”
Her long stare burns into the side of my face before she finally slides the thing on. “Where did you say this place was again?”
I hit the gas and squeeze the steering wheel until my vision sharpens. There aren’t many lights on this stretch of road. “Literally two more minutes up ahead.” Nothing much in Evergreen Grove takes more than ten to get to by car. “I’m gonna drop you at the Grove Inn. The woman who runs the place is cool about special situations. There’s a B&B that’s nicer, but it’s on the edge of town, farther out, and more expensive. Mrs. Choi’ll probably give you a break on the room in case you’re stuck for a while.” I’d say something about her shoes on the upholstery, except she looks like she’s as shot through as I am.
Anyway, we’re both soaked. What’s a little dirt and gravel?
“You already think it’ll be a while?”
I clear my throat. I’m almost positive she’s going to need to replace her engine, but no way will I tell her that now. I figure it’s been a long enough night. “Listen, I work in a garage. I can get the car towed for you tomorrow and see what’s what. I don’t want to say anything for sure until I can get it on a lift and have a good look around.”
She nods slowly. “But you think it could... take a while?”
“I think...” I think she’s gonna need about six grand to fix her car, and I’m not in the mood to get yelled at on top of everything else tonight. “Mrs. Choi usually gives discounts by the week. If you don’t have anyone to come help you out, I’d take her up on the offer.”
She doesn’t answer. By the way she balls herself up even tighter, I’m putting good money down that she doesn’t have anyone to come for her.
I’ve got no reason to feel bad. No reason for that to bother me. No reason to think helping this girl can make up for the fact that I couldn’t help Davidson Banes.
I assure myself of all those things as we pull up to the Grove Inn. I keep on telling myself that while I help her bring the stuff she grabbed from her car inside.






  
  Chapter 2
NO QUICK FIX


Cassie 
I tap my keys on the counter of RJ’s Auto Repair. “So how long do you think it’ll take?”
I don’t hate all mechanics. Some of them have been really cool to me. It’s just that I own a foreign car that’s older than I am, right? I’ve dealt with my share of jerks who see a young female and assume they can take me or my supposedly rich parents to the cleaners.
Well, even when I had a parent I handled this stuff on my own. I’m not super well-versed in all things car repair, but I’m not a moron. Don’t try to tell me that my car needs gold-plated brakes. Don’t talk to me like I’m twelve.
I cannot stand being treated like a child.
I’m at the place where my helper from last night told me to come in the morning, but I don’t see him around. The guy behind the counter—he has kinda this doughy face with a pug nose and fiery hair—I like him even less than Tall, Dark, and Shouty.
I can tell Red is about to pull out the voice he’d use on a twelve-year-old. “Look, sweetheart.”
Sweetheart. Ew. Yes, darlin’?
“You’re lucky you didn’t explode by the roadside with that thing. You’ve got a major repair on your hands, girl.”
Girl. “So can you give me an estimate yet?”
“Not till I’ve looked it over, but it appears to me like you’ve thrown a rod. That’s a brand new engine, right there. I’ll have to get it on the lift to be sure.”
“So if you get it on the lift and find out you were right, you’re going to try to charge me for a new engine plus the cost of diagnosing what you already knew was wrong?”
It’s hard to have a good bullshit radar when you basically don’t trust anyone. Still, I have the feeling this guy sees someone who’s screwed and wants to milk whatever he can out of the deal.
I cross my arms over my chest. “Does it really need a new engine?”
“’Scuse me? Are you the expert here, missy?”
“Well, I assume there are options. Maybe a refurbished one or something?”
God, he even laughs like a pig. “Refurbished. That’s cute.”
Now, here’s the part where I kind of have the urge to cry. But I don’t. Crying in front of others is a vulnerability I can’t afford. So I take a slow, measured breath, until the pressure behind my eyes recedes. As does the urge to stab Red with a pen. “It just seems like with a car that age there ought to be options other than putting in a brand-new engine. The whole rest of the car may only last a couple more years.”
The big guy hikes up his pants. “Now, I’m not sure where you learned all about cars, sweetheart—”
Gross. Seriously, stop calling me that!
“But I suggest—”
“Hey, Bart. I’ll take this one.”
Tall and Dark from the night before is coming over, wearing exactly the same outfit as the pig-like man, but wearing it sooo much better. In the light of day he looks like something out of a nineties music video: Tattooed forearms, pectoral-worshipping shirt, and an eensy smudge of grease on his cheek that makes him look endearing rather than dirty.
His nametag says “Jake.” Jake. It’s a nice name.
In spite of the dressing down he gave me last night, I couldn’t be more relieved to see a familiar face. Anything to get away from the red-haired giant with his sagging pants and leering looks. I half want to give my surly rescuer a hug.
Creepy Red shoots us a glare and walks away, throwing more venomous eye-jabs over his shoulder as he goes.
My new frenemy braces his hands on the counter, making his arms pop with muscle. I remind myself that even though he’s got a handsome face—and now that I can see him in the light of day, I have to acknowledge those blue eyes, full lips, and dimpled chin are something else—he could still be a creeper. After all, he’d referred me to a garage full of lying liars where he happened to also work. Then again, if he had wanted to do something awful, he probably would have done something last night when he had me isolated and soaking wet.
Jeez. “Look,” I said. “I checked on my phone and there’s another shop eight miles down the road. I appreciate your help, but I can try there—”
“Listen.” He rubs at his face and makes the grease smear bigger. I kinda want to reach over and wipe it off. “TM Goodson down the road is fine. Thing is, you’re going to wind up paying money for a tow to get exactly the same answer.”
I’m on my own now. If anybody’s going to stand up and make sure I get treated fairly, it’s me. So I lean over the counter and give him my best bitch face. “Or maybe I look like some stupid college student who’s got Daddy paying all the bills and you think you can fleece me for everything that could possibly be ripped out of an eighties Volvo? I’m not though, and you’d only be stuck with a bill nobody can pay while I sneak out of town on the first bus, so you’re wasting your time.”
He gives me a megawatt grin that makes me wonder if he’s used to getting his way. I think if I was the kind of girl to be swayed by a grin, I might need to grab something for support. “The nearest bus station to get out of town is fifteen miles away.”
Damn. “My point remains the same.”
He slaps his hands on the counter. “Why don’t you let me take a look? I want to be sure Bart’s right before I tell you definitely that you need a replacement engine. I won’t charge you for the diagnosis. Least then you’ll know what you’re looking at in terms of damage.”
I hate to come right out and ask what the catch is, but I sure as hell don’t trust him or those dimples he’s flashing. So few people do something for nothing. “Why?”
There. I asked.
He looks down with a shake of his head, and when he looks up it’s through a fringe of lashes that makes me wonder why I bother buying mascara. “Is this how you usually react to people when they try to help?”
His face changes then, from something friendly and flirty to something more serious and sad. It grabs me, that look on his face. He’s trying to bust on me for being mistrusting, but it seems like it honestly bothers him that I’m leery of his intentions.
I still shouldn’t trust him. He’s still a relative stranger, after all. But I want to be able to, because I hate his lost look. Because I hate not trusting anyone.
I know that look. It makes me think of the hollowness I carry around inside me all the time. Since Mom died. Since probably before. I don’t actually know if I remember a time when it wasn’t there. What I do know is I’d give just about anything for it to go away.
“Okay.” I slide my car key across the counter. I don’t know why I pull it off my key ring. What other keys do I have that I’d need to worry about keeping? I’m never going back to my old house or my dorm. My storage space is empty. “You’ll call when you have an estimate?”
Jake nods. His grin comes back out, like the sun returning after a rainstorm. “This your number?” The pen in his hand taps a form I’d already filled out.
“Yeah.” I lean over to check that I’d written it down correctly. I got a new phone before I moved, and I haven’t totally memorized the number. “Um. Yeah. Thanks.”
He puts a tag thingie on my key. “I’ll call you as soon as I know something for sure,” he says. “So you know, there’s a chance Bart’s right. There might be no quick fix. Or a cheap one.”
“I hear you. Thanks.” I turn to leave before I can let this overwhelm me. I’m in a weird place, staying in a weird motel, and now I have no car. It’s all too much.
What in the hell made me think leaving home was such an awesome idea?
Across from the auto shop there’s a cute little bakery-slash-cafe. I figure I’ve got some waiting to do, and there are few things a cinnamon roll can’t fix. At least for a little while.
Something makes me glance back as I cross the street. Jake is still looking at me through the shop window. For some reason, I smile.


      ***Cassie
The bakery lady is far more serious about her goods than I expected, and I’m beginning to regret my bright idea of coming over to talk to her.
“I’m willing to train you, but the work is hard. We’re talking all of the day’s muffins and breads. The workday starts at six in the morning. I close at five but you’d be off by three for coming in early.”
Delia’s Bakery and Cafe has a “Help Wanted” notice up on the bulletin board. I did a quick search on my phone about my car’s potential repair needs. If both Jake and Creepy Bart are accurate in their assessment, I’m going to need some money.
This lady’s looking for someone to work here for a good while though, and I’m not her girl. “Uh, okay. Well, I can definitely bake. I should tell you though that I’m not sure how long I’ll be in town. I was passing through when my car broke down. I hoped I could earn some money for the repairs, but I don’t know how long I’ll be around.”
“Hmm.” Delia softens then.
She seems like a nice enough woman, but from her scrutinizing stare I can tell she’d be a bad person to displease. Suspecting I’ve already managed this, I inch away. The just-eaten cinnamon roll in my stomach turns into stone, souring what seemed like such a bright idea.
“It was a shot in the dark. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.” I gather my bagged muffin for later and my coffee and back away, easing toward the door.
“Hang on.” She motions me back over.
“You’re sure you know how to bake? From scratch? Big batches. Not a six-muffin tray from a box mix. Can you proof yeast?”
“Sure. I learned from my mom. I’ve made everything from homemade cinnamon rolls to sourdough bread.” Well, I learned to cook and bake because towards the end, she got too sucked into her own trouble to help me. I got creative and I got used to cooking and doing laundry and everything for the both of us. I was a big fan of cookies and other comfort food until I realized I couldn’t afford to buy new pants.
Don’t even get me started on my love/hate relationship with pepperoni rolls. Cheese and pepperoni baked inside bread? Dangerous.
Delia releases a heavy sigh. “Look, I’ve had trouble finding someone. If you want it and you need the money, the job is yours for as long as you’ll be in town if you promise to give me notice before you have to leave. Think that’s doable?”
I straighten up and fill my lungs with air, looking around the cozy shop. It’s a nice place. The front door is propped open to let a morning summer breeze in, and a smattering of folks are hanging out with newspapers and coffee. It’s a place I could feel comfortable.
I mean, why not, right? I’m here. I had hoped to get closer to the Carolina coast before I stopped somewhere to work, or somewhere with a music scene maybe so I could play some gigs and work on my stage-fright issues.
Well, if this is the universe showing me the finger again, I’ll show it I’m not down yet. There are definitely worse jobs I could have. “Sure,” I tell her. “I’d really appreciate a job for however long I’m able to stay.”
She hands me a binder from under the counter. “You’ll be making all of these in the morning. Two batches of the Morning Muffins. They go fast. Look them over so you’ll be ready to go when you get here. I’ll meet you around back. Come early.”
Oh, crap. Okay. This is kind of a heavy binder. I agreed, though. I don’t back down from a challenge. Backing down is for wimps. “Great,” I say. “And thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”






  
  Chapter 3
STUCK IN SUCKVILLE


Cassie 
I pace the worn, pea-green carpet in my little motel room. It’s not a bad place, actually. I’ve got a decent double bed and there’s a bistro table with two chairs. The words I’d use to describe it are “tight but comfortable.” If I try hard enough, maybe I can upgrade it to “homey.”
I’m trying really hard to stay positive.
The carpet and the drapes of this room are another story. They are clearly from that magical time when eggplant and goldenrod ruled all, fathers actually came home to have dinner with their families (instead of say, disappearing the second they knocked a girl up like my dad), and mothers met the bus from school and asked about your day rather than screaming at you when they got home because you had done some random thing that jangled their nerves.
Or whatever. I used to watch a lot of sitcom reruns. It’s not like it’s the only thing that warped my brain. I own my issues.
“It sounds like it could be a lot of money to fix the car, Luce. I think it’s gonna take longer for me to get wherever I’m going than I planned. I found a bakery that needs help so I can earn cash, but for a little while I’m stuck in Suckville.”
Lucy used to cut my hair back home in Connor, Ohio. Over time we became pretty good friends. Problems with the guy renting her shop space forced her to move back home to West Virginia. I miss her every day.
“What about the money from your mom’s house?”
“I don’t have a lot left. I don’t want to spend that if it isn’t an emergency.”
Lucy huffs a laugh that echoes through the phone. “Not to get judgy, hon, but a broken car sounds like an emergency to me.”
The bed groans underneath me when I sit. One part of my brain considers her advice while another part mulls over the fact that my toenail polish is chipped beyond all reason. Do I care enough to go buy a new bottle of “I’m Not Really a Waitress?” It turns out when you’re throwing only the essentials in your car to start a new life, nail polish doesn’t exactly rate.
I decide in the face of a busted vehicle and being stuck in a speck-sized town I can’t even find on most maps, it still doesn’t. “I can’t spend that money,” I finally manage. “My mom died for that money.”
“Oh, sweetie.” Now I can hear pity in her voice. I swear it’s a sound worse than nails on a chalkboard.
“Don’t do that, Lucy.” Moisture dampens my cheeks. I brush it away and start flipping the handle of my guitar case back and forth with my toe. “I left Connor so I wouldn’t have to hear people sound that way when they talk to me.”
“I just don’t think your mother would want you to struggle.”
That familiar mix of guilt and anger bubbles up. “Then she shouldn’t have left me,” I whisper.
“I’m sure she tried not to.” Now she’s serious and so soft-spoken she’s practically whispering. I like the opinionated Lucy better.
On my good days, I’m sure Lucy’s right. Nights like tonight, all I can do is wonder why the things that happened to me were so hard for her to take.

      ***Jake
Cassie comes into the shop on Wednesday afternoon looking like the very definition of a terrible idea. She’s got a cardboard tray of muffins and a fresh-faced smile that makes my body react before my brain gets any say in the matter. I’d been thinking since the weekend that I might have tried a little too hard to step up and help her out. Now I know I was right.
It’s not that she isn’t pretty. Honestly, that’s part of the problem. Her long, dusty-blond hair is up today. She’s got the waves piled in one of those messy knots that looks sexy without trying. It shows off her expressive face, her shoulders, and the tops of her breasts thanks to a humid day and a slipping button on her tank top. The opening expands and contracts with each breath as she huffs up to the counter and slides the baked goods across.
Hey. I may want to keep my distance, but I’m still a guy.
“I thought you and your buddies might be hungry.” She makes the announcement with a deep breath that strains her top some, and I force myself to look up at her eyes. They’re hazel or something, mostly brown but with a million different colors threaded through the center like a starburst.
“Cassie, you shouldn’t have bothered. I’m not gonna gouge you on your car. And Delia’s gonna make you pay for those.”
The lady who runs the coffee shop is plenty friendly, but boy she does not screw around. She’d spit tacks if she found out this girl was bringing freebies over.
Her face brightens up even more. “Hey,” she said. “You remembered my name.”
I try to think of a reason why this shouldn’t matter, but she’s already moving on. “Anyway, Delia did in fact make me pay for these. They’re a batch I screwed up. Swapped the cinnamon measurement for clove, which if you ask me tastes pretty good actually, but Delia didn’t approve.” She pushes the box forward. “There’s plenty. You sure you guys don’t want them?”
Before I can answer, one of the guys—Hardy—comes out to drop a ticket by the register. “Hey. Muffins.” He sinks a grimy thumb and forefinger into one of the oversized treats and walks off with crumbs trailing behind him.
I look over my shoulder to stop him, but I guess there’s no turning them down now. I turn back to thank Cassie, but she’s already heading toward the door.
“Great,” she calls. “I won’t be able to eat them all myself. Someone should.”
Glad we could help? “I’ll uh, let you know when I hear back about the parts estimate for your car.”
She flashes another smile my way and heads out through the jingling exit door. I catch myself looking, not so much at the shape of her legs as the rhythm of her step. The way she marches so briskly and keeps her shoulders high and pinned back. Aside from a tiny lip bite as she looks both ways to cross the street, everything down to the way she holds her keys with one of those metal mini-batons pointing out broadcasts “fuck off.”
Friendly one minute, a mile-high wall around her the next. Huh. Maybe I’ve got her pegged wrong. Maybe it’s my ego or my libido giving me bad ideas. Just because nearly every college girl who comes through here tends to be looking for a good time doesn’t mean she is, right?
And if she is? Well, I’ve already decided that I’m not interested. I’m glad I could help her, but that’s as far as it goes. Anyway, she’s too damn young.
I don’t know exactly how old. I’d guess
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