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Chapter 1

Lanie sat drumming her long fingers on the table. She took a long swig from the bottle of ice-water resting near her elbow. Her boyfriend should have been home hours ago. She glanced over to the clock and then kicked her high-heels off under the kitchen table. The dinner she’d made was garbage now. Soufflé didn’t reheat well. She sighed deeply and blew the candles out on the table as her cat Mr.Beedle rubbed against her calves.

Later that night, Lanie heard a car idling outside of their house. She could see her boyfriend, Shawn’s tall form leaning up against the car as he felt the breasts of a leggy blonde. The woman leaned back, wrapped her legs around him and kissed him deeply. Her boyfriend Shawn grunted and unbuckled his belt as Lanie looked away, crept back into bed, and covered her head with a pillow. She could feel herself crying, but at least no one else in the world would see her tears this time.

By the time Shawn had crept up the stairs, Lannie had already packed up a suitcase. She was sitting on the corner of the bed already, when he reached the top of the steps. “Stop. Please don’t cross the threshold.” She said, when Shawn came into view. Not only did he stink of another woman’s perfume, but also of booze. He leaned against the wall in the hallway, knowing he’d been caught. “The suitcase is there.” Lanie said softly. “Jesus, Lanie. You’re leaving me?” He said. “No,” Lanie answered in a whisper. “I packed your stuff up. I want you to do the right thing, for once. I want you to leave.”

A few minutes later, Shawn looked over his shoulder at their house for the last time, as he revved the motor of his motorcycle and sped off. Seven years of dating. Seven years of his cheating and lying. Seven years of her unconditional love and forgiveness. Seven years and it was over in less than seven minutes.

Chapter 2

Lanie woke to an abrupt knock at the door. She rolled her eyes. Shawn was probably back to plead his case. The series of knocks came again, this time more abruptly and she could hear what sounded like keys jingling from the other side of the door. Lanie slipped on a pair of socks and pulled the door open. Three police officers stood there wearing blank expressions. 

“ Are you Shawn’s girlfriend?” The shortest one asked. Lanie nodded, wondering what on earth Shawn had gotten himself into now. One of the police officers reached out to steady her, as all three of them removed their hats in unison. “Shawn lost control of his motorcycle last night and careened into oncoming traffic. He’s dead.” 

Lanie’s legs seemed to give out from underneath her. Even though she’d caught him snuggling up with a random strange woman outside of her house only last night. Even though she had many memories of him stumbling into their rental house drunk, stinking of sex she’d known hadn’t happened with her, they had shared moments of kindness too. There had been the road trip they’d taken to Canada together, the time he’d washed her hair for her in the bathtub, the time he’ painted her body from head to toe with red and gold hearts. Now there was no chance to make anything right or to create a greater peace. Now there were no more opportunities for closure, conversation or apologies. There would be no more pain at his hands, but also no more love. No more laughter. No more quiet moments wrapped in his arms, knowing that even though he was a dog of a man, he still thought she was the most beautiful girl in the whole world. Now she was completely and totally alone in the world.

Everything went black. 

Chapter 3

When Lanie woke up she was in her own living room. A female paramedic was holding a cold compress to her head. Everything felt as though it was spinning, and her thoughts seemed as though they were far away and not her own. Then, she remembered everything in a flash—Shawn was dead. There was a motorcycle crash. Lanie blinked through tears. Her stomach was hurting and there was another man there—a man wearing thick spectacles. “I am Shawn’s attorney, Lanie,” he said softly. “Shawn loved you very much and wanted to be sure that you were well taken care of in the event that anything ever happened to him.” He pulled a handful of papers out of a manila envelope and handed it to Lanie. “I know that things like this are sudden and I’m very sorry for your loss.” The man said. 

“What are you trying to tell me?” She asked, scrunching up her nose. “Everything is explained in the documents” the lawyer said, pointing with the end of a pen, and then pushing up his eyeglasses on his nose. Lanie peeled the folder open and began to read slowly.

Dearest Lanie,

There are many things I have failed at during my life. Before I met you, my Uncle Carl left me a sizeable fortune. If you are reading this letter, that means my life has ended before I had a chance to tell you everything. I wasn’t cut out to be a good boyfriend or husband, but at least I can somehow still take care of you for the rest of your life. Enjoy it. Live your life. Quit your terrible job, but make sure to take good care of my car. I loved it almost as much as I loved you. 

Shawn

Enclosed, there was a check for 36.2 million dollars. Lanie’s eyes rolled back in her head again and she passed out. 

Chapter 4

The legal paperwork took about a month to work out. While the full balance had not yet been transferred into her account, around $30,000 dollars had been moved into her account. There was one minor stipulation mentioned by the lawyer that hadn’t been in the letter. Before she could collect the full balance, she had to go pick up his beloved 65’Mustang. When the Mustang had been transferred into her possession physically, she could have all the money.

Lanie looked back at her dilapidated home. She’d shed no tears over permanently leaving that in the past. She closed her eyes for a brief moment, pushing back the memory of the day Shawn had carried her across the threshold in the rain. She’d had a terrible cold that night, and he’d walked down to the corner store to buy her medication and had made her onion soup from scratch. She’d laid down on the sofa of the living room hacking and coughing—watching in awe as he’d chopped onions, and placed a cold cloth on her head. Then, he’d spoon-fed her, even though her hands had been working perfectly fine. That was before he fell in love with the drink, long before drunken screaming matches, back when everything was pure and still kind.

“Goodbye house,” Lanie whispered as she pulled away. Her cat meowed in his carrier as though he were saying goodbye too. They would head to pick up the 65’ Mustang, and then go to the bank to collect the rest of the money. For all of the things Shawn had done wrong, for all of his terrible imperfections, he had somehow managed to save her by leaving and she felt deep gratitude for that. She wiped away tears as she pulled her packed car away from their old home. 

Chapter 5

The junkyard hadn’t been what she’d expected. The lawyer said that she simply needed to pick up the mustang, but here she was in something that looked like a vast amusement park filled with tons and tons of trash. How on earth could she possibly located the mustang among all that? Lanie got out of the car and slammed the door shut. A few old casino signs seemed to blink and a dog barked in the distance. Her cat meowed loudly in response. “Oh, be quiet,” she said sweetly to him. 

Lanie wiped some sweat from her forehead and squinted. She started to scour the place for a doorbell or some way to let the mustang guy know she was there. Finally, after looking around in clearings between piles of junk she found a sign next to a long chord which read, “pull me”. Lanie looked around. What if it wasn’t a doorbell? What if she pulled the chord and something terrible happened? She felt like a cartoon character, stupidly pulling a strange chord. She secretly expected an anvil to appear out of thin air and to drop on her head. She hesitated for a second, and then yanked the chord with all her might.

Instead of an anvil falling, one of the enormous signs flickered on. Maybe that was how the owner knew he had visitors? No...then something sounded like it was frying. Before Lanie had time to react, the sign erupted into flames, with glass shards flying in every direction. She instinctively covered her face and screamed. 

Then, there was a tall and handsome dark-haired man with a fire-extinguisher, covering her with a thick blanket. “Hold on there,” he said gruffly as he padded her down and then blew out the fire on the sign with the extinguisher. From under the blanket, Lanie coughed and then sneezed. Eventually, he reached for her hand and helped her up.

“Goodness gracious woman! Well, what in tar nation possessed you to pull that chord!” he yelled, although he seemed more surprised than angry. “The sign said to pull the chord!” Lanie screamed back. The man scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Oh, yeah..that. That was for that snotty tax collector who keeps coming by, keeps trying to squeeze more money out of me.” Then the man gave Lanie a strange sideways glance. “You’re not from the tax people, are you?” Lanie brushed her pants off, and then extended her hand. “No. My name is Lanie Lamont. I’m supposed to pick up a 65’ Mustang from you; Shawn left it for me.” The man looked at her as if seeing her anew, and swallowed, clearly holding back tears. He brushed his dark black hair back away from his forehead and turned away from her. She placed a gently hand on his thick muscular shoulder. “Did you know Shawn well?” She asked softly. The man turned back around and forced a smile. “Can a person really ever get to know another person?” He asked, mostly to himself. “Nobody really ever gets to know anyone in this world. Let’s get that glass out of your hair and then I’ll take you round to get the car,” he said. 

Chapter 6

When Lanie stepped foot into the man’s strange home, it was like being in both a Hoarders episode and a museum at the same time. There were items in piles from the floor all the way to the ceiling. “Come in, come in!” The man called as he disappeared behind a stack of junk. “I don’t get a lot of visitors but I do have a First Aid kit. Sit down and make yourself at home.” He called.

Why would anyone collect so many things, Lanie wondered. He had a huge cabinet filled with an assortment of dolls all over the wall, many of whom had scowls painted across their faces. Across from that, there were a bunch of decorative cookie tins which were made to look like miniature carousels. There were pots and pans, fake Christmas trees, paintings, a collection of African tribal masks, three guitars, a trombone. She rounded the corner and discovered a small clearing with a sofa. There was enough room for two people to sit there, at least.

Hesitantly, Lanie sat down on the sofa, moving an enormous stack of twenty-year-old magazines out of the way. She sighed deeply. Soon she’d have the Mustang, and the lawyer would give her the rest of the money and she’d be able to buy everything she could ever need or want, she thought. Everything except love.

The odd man returned with a silver tray. On the tray, there was a comb and some tea. He plopped down next to Lanie and gently started to pick the broken glass out of her hair. It was strange to feel the touch of someone else—for so long it had just been she and Shawn ( and Shawn’s many affairs). “Relax,” the man said gruffly. “I won’t let any of these shards cut you, I promise,” he said softly. It was strange to hear such a loving tone come from a madman who apparently lived among countless heaps of trash. “So ummm..” Lanie swallowed, keeping her head awkwardly stiff, “Do you have a name?” The man chattered his teeth together for a second. “You’ve got glass everywhere he said. I gotta concentrate.” Then, there was a long pause. “You have to concentrate to tell me your name?” Lanie asked. “When I’m picking glass out of a pretty girl’s hair I do!” the man grumbled. Lanie smiled—it had been a long time since anyone had called her pretty. Yet still, the compliment wouldn’t mean very much if she ended up buried under one of the garbage heaps. Only a lunatic could bear to live in such horrible conditions. As if sensing her discomfort, the man sighed again. “My name is Julian.” He finally said. 

About an hour later, the glass was all out of Lanie’s hair. Yet, Julian hadn’t moved away. He was pouring her a hot cup of tea. “Thank you,” Lanie said as she lifted a blue china cup up to her lips. Julian smiled, watching Lanie’s full pink lips touch the rim of the cup. She was so cautious and dainty in her handling of her cup, and yet it was obvious that she was also a strong and empowered woman. “So, how far away is the Mustang?” Lanie asked. Her question brought Julian back to the present moment. “Well, that depends,” he says. “If we go the fast way, it could take a long time, but if we go the long route it could all end in the blink of an eye,” he said listlessly. Lanie frowned and gently placed her teacup down. Then, he smiled at her. His smile was so genuine that it caught her off guard. She could tell from the way that he was looking at her that he was enjoying her company and appreciating her beauty. It had been such a long long time since anyone had looked at her in that way. She was mousey Lanie, always a bridesmaid but never even girlfriend to a decent guy. The good guys didn’t notice girls like her—even though she was stunning to look at, somehow, they just never looked her way, or if they did, they never stayed. As if reading her mind, Julian shook his head no. “You are truly beautiful,” he said with tremendous sincerity. “So, come with me...let’s go get your car.” He said, taking her hand gently into his own. 

Lanie stood up. “We need to dance,” she said in a voice slightly about a whisper. He guided her over to a corner of the room. “I usually jump up and down, but dancing should work too,” he said. Lanie raised an eyebrow, confused and scared all of a sudden. “I don’t understand,” she finally said. Julian placed his arms around her waist and spun her around and a crank somewhere made a slight eking sound, followed by a weird metallic scraping sound. Julian spun her a second time and her heart leapt up into her throat. He was so incredibly strong, and beautiful too. Then, after one more turn he picked her up into his arms and their eyes met and stalled for a long while in silence. Then, a trap down beneath them slowly began to lower them down down down. It was a hidden shaft, activated by vibration.

Chapter 7

“I built it myself,” Julian said proudly as he led her into the underground chamber. It smelled sweet and kind of like old fruit. Lanie gathered her elbows into her arms and backed away, feeling slightly panicked. He really might be some kind of serial killer. “Oh relax,” Julian said. “It’s just a wine cellar,” he said, switching on a light. “The tunnels go under the property. This is the way to your Mustang.” He said matter-of-factly. 

Lanie smiled. Yet, for a moment she felt almost like she was a child again. She’d forgotten that many years ago, her brother had rigged an elevator door for their treehouse. Even though that elevator had gone up instead of down, something about the sound of the crank had been almost identical. And there was something in the way that Julian grasped her hand which brought back old feelings of safety. “I’m not going to lie to you,” Julian said. “Shawn was very specific in what he wanted for you.” Julian said. Lanie repeated Shawn’s name over and over again in her mind. How was it that he so often and easily slipped from her mind? Why was it that this man who had somehow managed to love her in a way that would serve her and protect her for the rest of her life financially, had been such an incomplete and painful relationship. She was angry with him. Angry at him for being a bad boyfriend and angry with him for dying.

“Get on,” Julian smiled. He was sitting on a small bicycle with an extra seat on the back. “Um, is this safe?” Lanie asked. “Are you saying you think I might be a bad driver?” Julian asked. “Let’s just say I hope you’re a better driver than you are a housekeeper.” She said. Julian laughed widely, baring two gorgeous rows of perfect pearly white teeth. “Get on, you butthole.” He said playfully, patting the seat. After a slight pause Lanie climbed on. 

Somehow, suddenly it wasn’t Julian’s bicycle that she was on. No, somehow in her mind she was riding on the back of Shawn’s motorcycle again. How had she forgotten? In the beginning of their relationship, they’d taken a trip to the Blue Mountains in North Carolina. She’d grasped Shawn’s waist for dear life in the beginning, and then the back of his motorcycle had become liberating—like a sort of flight. But this wasn’t that...they were cycling through a wine cellar in a tunnel. There was no bright blue sky, no sound of the motor rumbling beneath her, no future to move towards. No future at all. As if he could feel her mind wandering, Julian closed his hand over hers. “The tunnel opens up just over here!” He yelled, and the sound echoed off all the walls.

And then, all of a sudden, the brown dank tunnel opened into a vast expanse of green. Together, they were flying down a hill. She could hear the spokes turning rapidly, and for some reason...she smiled. 

The bike glided down a hill and rounded into a new gravel yard. In the middle of the yard there was a beautiful red 65’ Mustang, sitting there. 

Lanie slowly climbed down from the bike. She looked over at the Julian and for a moment thought she’d seen Shawn’s face. “Is this the car?” She asked him as she touched the smooth wax job. The car was perfect. How could he have known? How could he have possibly known? Lanie dropped to her knees and Julian rushed to her side. 

Lanie’s mind was reeling. Somehow, she was back in a childhood memory, sitting at the kitchen table with her father. He was reading the newspaper cross-legged, staring at her. “So, you brought home another C minus, huh?” He said, not really looking at her. “I thought we were working on this math thing?” He said to her. Lanie looked down and then out the window. “Kiddo...pay attention.” Her dad said. “Sorry dad,” she said, balling her hands into fists and then ringing them. “It disappoints me when you bring home such low math grades,” he said, pushing his eyeglasses up on his nose. What he didn’t know was that she’d really given it everything she had. She’d studied and practiced—but her math brain just wasn’t as good as her literature brain. “I send you to that school so that you can make me proud. You’re a smart girl, I know you are. Don’t make it look like we’re not raising you right,” he said. Lanie’s face turned red and hot tears began to drip down her face. 

“How could I have forgotten?” Present day Lanie asked, as Julian held her up, supporting her around her waist. 

Then, her flashback continued. “The school called again,” her mom was saying. This memory was a few days after the first. Her father was undoing his belt strap. “Don’t do that,” her mom was saying. Her dad looked wounded and put the belt back on. “Let me just go over and talk to the Principle then.” Her dad said, looking at his watch. He tossed one of Lanie’s workbooks over to her. “You disappointed me, Lanie.” He said, before closing the door.

It was the last time she’d ever see him. 

His car had veered off the road and he had been killed instantly when the 65’Mustang dropped into a small nearby pond. Lanie had watched the day they’d pulled the car up. For over a month the entire town had talked, and had said her dad had run off with a blonde from the big city because her mom was so haggard. Yet, after the car had been found by two boys fishing, the horrible truth had come to light. She remembered the tow truck as it pulled the Mustang from out of the dark water, and the way her father’s corpse had looked as it flopped forward, bloated and rotten. She’d carried it all for so many years...the sense that his death was her fault. The sense that he had died because of her, that she had more or less killed him because of her inadequacies. But how had Shawn known?

Julian held her tight as she let out a scream. He’d restored the old car. It looked almost as though it was brand new. Had he been trying to help her seen things clearly? Had he been trying to somehow make it, right? Julian hugged her tight. “It belonged to our father,” Julian said. Lanie squinted, “What do you mean?” She asked. Julian squinted, still holding her up. “Shawn was my brother,” Julian said. “It looks like a car from your past, but it belonged to our dad because sometimes coincidence can be a kind of fortune.”

Chapter 8

“Then why did he do this? Why did he leave me all his money? Why not you?” Lanie pleaded. Julian smiled softly. “I have my own money that I inherited. I think he wanted to make things right,” Julian said. Then, Lanie looked at him and another feeling totally over took him. His rosy cheeks and perfect complexion seemed to call to her. Without a single word, she kissed him deeply on the lips. He responded by stroking her hair gently. Then he spun her around again. It made her laugh. “Why did you do that?” She asked. “I try to be a little unpredictable,” Julian smiled.

A few hours later, they were back in Julian’s house waiting for a tow truck. Shawn’s will had been crystal clear. She couldn’t inherit all of the money until the car was removed from Julian’s property and transferred into her ownership. It also stated that once she’d entered the junkyard, if she left prematurely without the car, she’d forfeit her inheritance. 

Lanie yelled into her cellphone. “What do you mean, you can’t get a tow truck out here for another three days!” She screamed. Then, she clicked the phone off. “You didn’t think Shawn would make it that easy for you, did you?” Julian asked, smiling kindly. “So, I guess I have my first house-guest in years!” He said, excitedly. Lanie frowned as a roach scuttled by. She’d left her car windows open for her cat, but had since allowed him out of his carrier inside Julian’s house. He was crouched down in the corner, and also seemed to be hating every moment spent in Julian’s kingdom of trash. Then, without warning the cat lept across the room and pounced on the roach and then swallowed it. Lanie’s stomach turned over and she felt as though she was going to vomit.  

“Does this house have bedrooms?” Lanie asked. “Oh, yes!” Julian
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