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      To my family.

      You are my world and my life.

      I love you.
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      The wind blew, puffing the ceiling of the dirty tan colored tent out like a balloon. The white cloud-covered sky was almost visible through the thin nylon. The sun was starting to go down. Soon it would be getting even colder and the thought made Catie shiver as she pushed the tattered legs of her too-short sweatpants over her knobby ankles. Dark stains of dirt and grime coated her skin above her shoes like she had dipped her feet into the dirty watercolor cups at school.

      Mrs. Martin let them paint turkeys last week for Thanksgiving. Catie glanced up at the back pole of the tent and smiled as she replayed the way the soft, wet bristles smoothed such lovely colors over the coarse paper feathers. It took the place of the curled and faded pumpkin from last month. Nothing lasted long in the tent when it rained.

      Catie smiled as she remembered how excited Mrs. Martin was to see her turkey. “You are quite the artist, Catie.”

      No one smelled as good as her teacher, like wild flowers and sunshine. Everything about Mrs. Martin was soft. Her hugs filled up something Catie didn’t know was missing. She only knew how hugging her teacher made her feel like she was special.

      Beneath Catie’s prized turkey, Elizabeth was taking a nap. She always curled up in her sleeping bag after Rusty left. Elizabeth didn’t like Rusty, but she always went to play games with him. Catie decided that Rusty must always win—or he cheats. He seemed like he wouldn’t play fair just like some of the boys in her class. Always nasty. Always saying mean things about bugs in her hair or that her clothes were dirty and smelled. And they were always cheating to win. Catie nodded resolving her understanding of the way Rusty must play the game with Elizabeth.

      Catie never got to play, but that was okay because Rusty was strange with his long stringy hair and missing and broken teeth. He reminded her of the jack-o-lanterns they made at school for Halloween. Mrs. Martin always does the most fun crafts, even better than Miss Danson the year before.

      Catie glanced over at her mother and considered her previous judgement of Rusty. Her little mouth, still stained with sticky caramel and dirt, cinched up to one side.

      She thinks he isn’t all bad. He helps Momma out and she gets so happy to see him. Momma needs so much help, more than before.

      Catie feared that her mother was getting worse. Today when Rusty brought Momma her medicine, she was so happy she cried. He also brought Catie a candy bar. She forgot all about what her mother was doing with the medicine. Besides, Elizabeth was there to help Momma pull up her sleeve. Catie never liked seeing the bad things on Momma’s arms.

      “Where’s Liza’s candy?” she asked Rusty as she pulled the wrapper away from the candy bar.

      “Car, Kitten.” Rusty’s yellow, weepy eyes were locked on Elizabeth helping her mother with the medicine. When her sister’s head jerked around toward Rusty she turned away like she was angry with him. Catie’s eyes followed Elizabeth as she scurried back to her corner of the tent. She could hardly believe her big sister didn’t seem to want the candy bar. It was so good.

      “Can you get it for her, Rusty?”

      “She’ll have to come and get it herself.”

      “I don’t want it.” Elizabeth snapped, and pulled her sleeping bag into her lap. “Not hungry.”

      Catie could not believe her ears as she bit into the chocolate candy with nuts and caramel. She turned to the man bent forward under the low roof of the tent.

      “I’ll take it if you don’t want it. Can I have it, Rusty? Please?”

      Elizabeth spoke up, “No Catie.” She looked at their mother. “Momma says only one.”

      “You want another one, you greedy little kitten?” Rusty smiled, his pink tongue poked through the space where his front teeth should have been. Catie instinctually moved her tongue against her upper teeth remembering how they were looser now after eating an apple at snack time a couple weeks ago. She didn’t want to look like Rusty.

      “You want to come play a little game with Ol’ Rusty?”

      Catie nodded her head, a string of caramel dripped over her chin, but Elizabeth changed her mind.

      “No, Catie.” Elizabeth walked on her knees and moved between Catie and Rusty. “I might want it after all.”

      Rusty’s eyes grew wide and then clicked his tongue against his cheek. “Ya, sure? Cuz, I think pretty Lil’ Catie might want it more.”

      Elizabeth looked back at Catie and scowled, “No, she doesn’t. One candy bar is enough. Momma said!” She glanced toward her mother, oblivious to the conversation. “Why don’t you take your candy bar and eat it yourself?”

      Rusty winked and then shook his head. “You know better than that. Momma got her fix and I need to be paid.”

      Catie replied through another bite full of gooey candy bar. “Like money? We don’t have any money, Rusty.”

      “You have that thing half gone. You must want another one. Wanna come to my car and get it?”

      “No!” Elizabeth’s face turned to her little sister her cheeks dark red with anger. “It is mine, Catie,” she growled.

      The light glimmered in Elizabeth’s eyes and Catie decided she must be hungry after all. “You can have it, Liza. I just thought if you didn’t…”

      Sometimes Elizabeth could get upset and Catie did not understand why. She was the one who never let Catie play. Always said she was too little.

      Elizabeth lifted her chin. “I will go get it.”

      “Thought you would, Beautiful.” Rusty looked over at Momma and asked, “You good?” Then he just laughed.

      But Momma was happy too, Catie thought. Now that she had taken her medicine she just laid back with a sad grin on her face. She was so sick when she didn’t have her medicine. Momma’s eyes were closed, and she looked peaceful but cold. Catie pulled a threadbare blanket over her mother’s shivering shoulders. Sometimes the medicine does that, she remembered.

      Elizabeth pulled a sweatshirt over her head and scolded her little sister, “You stay here, Catie. I mean it. Stay with Momma.”

      Catie nodded and watched Elizabeth refuse to take hold of Rusty’s hand. He raised his arms up and took a hunched over step backward toward the opening of the tent. Elizabeth glared backward toward Catie, who scurried closer to Momma. Elizabeth looked away and followed Rusty out of the tent.

      Catie knelt beside Momma and rested her head against her leg. The half-eaten candy bar no longer tasted as good. Elizabeth was sad, she didn’t want to play today. Catie decided to save the rest of her candy bar for Momma because she was so skinny. Catie thought she looked skinnier than last week.

      Elizabeth didn’t put Momma’s sleeves down. Catie traced the marks on Momma’s arm, dark scars that looked like they hurt. Momma said it was from the medicine, something called a side effect. Then she pulled her mother’s sleeves down to her wrists.

      It wasn’t long before Rusty left and Elizabeth came back. She never spoke to a Catie after she played Rusty’s games. She sunk deep into the bottom of her sleeping bag.

      At last Momma was calm and awake. She hummed Catie’s favorite song, the one she always used to sing to help Elizabeth and Catie fall asleep when they were cold and their bellies were hungry.

      “Momma?”

      At first, Momma didn’t respond and her humming stopped. She slowly turned her head and smiled at Catie. Catie hoped the medicine would start making her mother better soon because the deep purple beneath her eyes was getting darker. She hoped it would fix her mother’s many boo-boos. Angry red sores on her face and hands. Her teeth looked more and more like Rusty’s everyday—another side effect.

      “Can you sing it, Momma?”

      The tune pushed out on the breath of her mother’s strained voice when she began singing.

      “Rock-a-bye baby, on the treetop. When the wind blows, the cradle will rock. When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall. And down will come baby, cradle and all.”

      Catie smiled thinking about the words. Momma began to sing again.

      “Rock-a-bye baby, on the treetop.”

      “Momma, why is the baby in the tree?”

      The smile slipped from Momma’s face and she continued to sing, “When the wind blows, the cradle will rock.”

      Tears wet Catie’s eyes, her mother was staring straight across the tent now, staring at Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s body shook beneath the sleeping bag. “Is she cold, Momma?” Fear trembled through Catie’s small body.

      Momma nodded and continued to sing holding the old blanket out to Catie. “When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall. And down will come baby, cradle and all.”

      Catie took the blanket and laid it over Elizabeth. Her sister was crying. Elizabeth never cried and Catie thought of Rusty. She remembers that Elizabeth returned without the candy bar.

      Mean old, nasty Rusty. He kept it for himself, she decided. Just like those boys—a cheater.

      Momma was on the third time through the lullaby and Catie asked, “What is a bough, Momma? And why does it break? Is the baby okay?”

      Momma stopped and turned her hollow gaze on Catie. “It’s a branch in the tree, Catie. Sometimes things that should be strong, break. Sometimes things are too heavy, too much to handle. There is only so much an old tree branch can take, so much burden it can bear before it breaks.”

      “But is the baby okay? Will the baby be okay? It’s not really up in the top of the tree is it?”

      “I don’t know, Catie. I don’t know.” Again, Momma’s eyes were on Elizabeth. “It depends on how strong she is.”
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      Present Day

      

      “Hey, Joe!”

      Cate yelled over her shoulder to be heard above the buzz of drunk laughter, boastful conversation, and the pounding beat of the music. The antique hanging wall clock, original to the establishment, indicated that her shift was nearly over. Working overtime was not part of the plan, especially after the management posted a note that “Abuse of overtime will not be tolerated.”

      With the dance crowd picking up and the barstools packed, some supporting two rumps perched on one seat, tonight of all nights it appeared extra help would be welcome. Cate, however, was not about to volunteer and be reprimanded later.

      Five girls giggled over their empty shot glasses and pushed them forward for a refill. She ignored the jealousy that seeped through her bones as she filled the glasses with a two to one ratio of Butterscotch Schnapps and Irish Cream. Not one of the girls carried a weight on their shoulders, nor should they. Although they were probably only a few years younger than Cate, they seemed far younger and happier.

      Life had aged Cate, much more than she had thought possible. Spying the time, she once again hollered for Joe; his real name was Nate. He had been on break for more than fifteen minutes already, and at this rate, it was looking like she would be the first employee to get overtime since the note went up. She wiped down the glossy mahogany bar before preparing another drink.

      Max slipped behind her. “Don’t back up, buttercup,” he warned and deposited a tray of fresh glasses, pulling out the tub needing washing. “Aren’t you off soon?”

      Max was a college student who had not been granted clearance to manage the responsibility of tending the bar just yet, but he was learning. Cate was glad for another pair of hands available when the crowds grew challenging to manage, like tonight.

      She gave him a quick nod. “Would you tell Joe his break was over about five minutes ago? His adoring fans are waiting.” She nodded toward the herd of bachelorettes taking embarrassing selfies with each other. Two of the girls mimicked her and called for Joe.

      “See?”

      Cate made a Long Island and a vodka rocks for a couple. Barely acknowledging their skimpy tip, she was beyond caring and cleared a handful of empty glasses. She was now five minutes over. Stan, the manager, was going to be pissed, and he had already given her many breaks over the years. She hoped he would listen this time.

      An older gentleman wearing a gray sports coat dropped a handful of cash onto the bar and left with a sad smile and a nod. Cate gathered the bills, wiped the bar as an overly confident jackass slid into the stool, and wagged his thick dark brows. He demanded a “strong” drink with a wink, and normally she would have made him wait, but he waved a twenty at her.

      Coolly, she responded, “If that is the price and tip, I can make it happen, and you don’t even have to wait.”

      He was wearing a swarthy leather jacket, too warm for August, almost September weather, and his hair was slicked back just so. He was good-looking but trying too hard to be cool. To Cate, he was the opposite of appealing. She had learned that the guys who tried hard were often the most unpredictable and untrustworthy. They were usually dangerous when their fragile egos were threatened.

      He winked again and tossed the cash on the bar.

      Great.

      Cate was familiar with the type of grin he wore. Arrogant and delusional. Far from impressive, but convinced he was the answer to every woman’s prayers. She smirked, knowing all she would have to do was tell the right person he was hitting on her, and he’d be lucky to still have the eyes that roamed over her body. She never wanted things like that to happen. Guilt twisted her stomach, and she focused on making the Fonz-wannabe believe she made him a special, strong drink just because he asked.

      From the corner of her eye, she noticed a tall man—striking and handsome. Cate didn’t mind his eyes on her. He was with a group of what appeared to be birthday boy celebrators as they took the recently abandoned stools. His eyes burned into her, watching as she made Fonzie’s drink. The tilt of his head told her that he might have spied her trick.

      Warmth spread over her cheeks, and she made a mental note that, if the man in the polo were to ask for something “strong,” to straight-up tell him she will make it according to the establishment’s regulations. Keep it simple, Cate, she reminded herself. She struggled to not look at him, and butterflies fluttered through her twisted insides. The sensation triggered an adrenaline rush from the threat of danger that loomed over them. Him, because he was looking, and her, because she liked it.

      He did not appear to be one of the boys at the bar as he stood behind them. She spied another glimpse and understood the scenario better. It was obvious he had been out of college for years.

      Aw, the chaperone…

      Cate fought the eye roll begging to break free and peeked again, making brief eye contact. His stare lit up the nerves in her spine and tingles whipped over her backside. She pushed another drink at a passive patron, a sad-looking older man not there to flirt, but there to forget. He was just getting started. She continued to ignore Fonzie now that he had been served, and she had received her tip. Her attention was glued to the man in the dark polo.

      He’s hot, but… Don’t be stupid, Cate.

      The last thing she needed was a bored babysitter bothering her for the rest of the night. She shoved her rolled sleeves up to her elbows and walked over to their location. Still, Joe was nowhere in sight.

      With a deep breath and deliberately ignoring the man behind them, she wiped her hands on a towel. “What can I get you?” She spied the stamp on each of their hands to verify they were not underage.

      The birthday boys demanded a round of Flaming 151’s, and she caught the annoyance in the face of the chaperone. He turned and disappeared into the crowd of the dance floor. Relief from his exit eased her nerves, and Cate smirked to herself as the boys handed her a twenty. They either could not do the math, or they intended for her to give one of them a free drink.

      “Let’s see, who’s the birthday boy?” She watched the center guy develop a shy smile as the other three slapped his shoulders and shook him wildly. The birthday boy was declared loud and clear. An antagonistic eye roll was warranted, but she refrained out of an instinct for self-preservation. It had been years since she had done it outwardly, even though no one would likely slap her now.

      “So, which one of you isn’t drinking because, based on the tips I’ve been getting tonight, I’m not buying.”

      They looked at each other and then at her as she slid the laminated drink chart with prices from under the bar in front of them.

      “Okay,” she sighed, summoning some patience, “let me tell you how things work on my side of the bar. I’m friendly to those I know…” She paused for a moment as Mr. Chaperone reappeared. Close enough to see the deep blue of his eyes, he once again stared at her. Those eyes could peer straight into her soul. Forcing herself to take a lungful of oxygen, she spoke to the group, “And those who tip well. Unfortunately, you boys are neither. I never give out free drinks or serve on my dime.”

      Mr. Chaperone glared at the group as if they had just committed murder and said, “I got it. Whatever they want.”

      “Oh, here’s the high roller funding your night of fun, eh?” she sneered, noticing the high-end label on his polo and his expensive wristwatch. She was certain Cost Cutters never trimmed his hair. It irritated her, and she could not quite figure why, but she decided to upgrade his nickname to Moneybags.

      “Now we are talking,” she said, “but I don’t think it would be fair for me to give you a drink that will knock you flat before you ever get a chance to enjoy this new feat of achievement—becoming twenty-one. Am I right?”

      The guy with the facial hair demanded, “We want the 151’s!”

      “Okay, but it will be a short night for the birthday boy and probably you, too.”

      “Wait,” the ginger with floppy waves spoke up. “What do you suggest?”

      Cate forced a smile. “My personal favorite is the Lemon Drop, but I would suggest the Apple Jack, Jager Bomb, Red-Headed Slut, or the Brain Hemorrhage if you think that is too girly.”

      Mr. Moneybags raised an eyebrow at her and smiled a million-dollar grin. She was unsure what the look was for, but he was pleased with her suggestions. He did not look like a candy-coated shot fan, but if there was one thing she had learned, guessing people’s likes was impossible.

      “Skip the bomb and the slut, but give them the other three and a Lemon Drop for yourself.”

      He did not smile excessively or wink as she had expected. Instead, he maintained a businesslike manner.

      Game on.

      Cate leaned across the bar toward him and narrowed her eyes at him, flashing her sexiest smile. “It’s against bar policy for me to accept the shot, but since I am technically off the clock… Deal. Just don’t tell the boss.”

      The guys erupted in cheers, and she pulled the slick glasses from the rack and set them out in front of them. She lined up five glasses and dipped each one into a fine crystal sugar before dropping a sugar cube into each glass.

      Cate enjoyed making this shot; she had developed a knack for dropping the sugar cubes from a height that made them almost bounce out, but not quite. She topped the cubes with an ice-cold concoction of vodka and lemon juice. Filling the final glass, she guided them to take their drinks, and on the count of two, she led them in throwing them back and downing the shot.

      Moneybags or trust-fund, she had not decided, continued to stare at her with a smile she could not quite read. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Joe had returned to the bar, hair a little less controlled, and his shirttail askew. At least he was catering to the bachelorettes. She bit into her tongue as she prepared the Apple Jacks.

      Cate’s patience was waning with Joe as he flirted with the drunk girls. They were begging for one more shot. He was stalling them and shoving the snack mix at them. He was doing his job, but he was enjoying himself far too much.

      “Is your real name Kitty?”

      Her attention snapped back to the birthday group as the shy one had finally found the courage to speak.

      “No, it isn’t, we use fake names, so weirdos don’t try to stalk us. Like Joe and Camaro over there, those are not their real names.”

      Moneybags interjected, “Really? That doesn’t seem like it would do much good if someone was determined to stalk you.”

      She looked up at him for a moment, putting her hands on her hips after wiping them on her apron.

      He back peddled, “Maybe it would, I don’t know.”

      “I suppose you are right, but it is the policy that we don’t ‘wear’ our real names.” She wondered why he thought it would be so easy, with no name.

      From the other side of the bar, Joe hollered, “Hey Cate, where’s the well-drink tray?” Her eyes met the deep aqua eyes of Moneybags, and her cheeks reddened.

      “Great, asshead,” she thought as she glared in Joe’s direction. Cate was tempted to shout his real name across the bar, but it would only cause the blitzed bachelorette party to get louder.

      Nate started working at Razzle the same week as Cate. After three days of orientation, he asked her out. She politely declined to tell him she did not date strangers or co-workers. He took the rejection well, but she quickly learned he had a long line of takers to occupy his time.

      She could not see what the other women saw in him. He was nice enough, but nothing made her want to be around him outside of the bar. He was a clean-shaven, rail-thin guy when they started, but after dating a health guru, he started up an exercise and protein regime that left him bigger, but puffy. When they split, he dropped the weightlifting but kept the weight. His messy, dark mop of hair hung over his forehead in thick curls, obscuring his equally thick brow that almost joined to form a unibrow. He was in desperate need of a new razor. But that was his look now.

      She stomped over to Nate and shoved into him hard, taking the Grenadine out of his hand. “Right there, and thanks for using my real name, jackass.”

      His eyes widened and he mouthed, “Sorry,” as she shook her head in indifference and told him not to worry. Then she remembered she was mad at him.

      “Where were you?” she hissed at him. He smiled, his teeth not straight enough to smile so widely. And it was apparent he had hooked up with someone. “You are going to get fired,” she warned curtly before returning to the birthday group.

      Cate feared that they would tease her or make a comment about knowing her name, but they were far too self-absorbed to comment except for Moneybags. After a few moments of scrutiny, it was evident to her that he was someone who had grown up with money and manners. He remained tight-lipped, but she knew he had picked up on it. She was sure this man missed nothing.

      Cate took a deep breath and announced, “Alrighty boys, I have to leave after this, but I am sure Camaro over there will be more than happy to help you out.” She topped the tall glasses of Peach Schnapps, Irish Cream, and a dash of Blue Curacao with the Grenadine. The finishing effect left them in awe.

      She leaned over and gave the birthday boy a small peck on the cheek, and once again the guys erupted in hoots and hollers. Her eyes met the chaperone’s blues, and his stare stopped her heart for a beat. It had been a long time since anyone stuttered her heart and dared to look at her that way. Cate knew there was no way he was from around there.
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      Cate could still feel Moneybag’s eyes on her as she reached behind her back and untied the apron. She tossed it into the wash basket, grabbed her tabs, put the appropriate cash and payments into the till, and gathered her tips. Savannah, her relief, recorded the sales and tips, verifying everything.

      “Shit, you got a huge tip on that last one.”

      Before she could say much more, Cate interrupted, “I am returning the fifty dollars. He must have been drunk, and I feel weird about it.” Savannah looked around her, and Cate knew he was still staring.

      “Fifty? Try adding a hundred to that.”

      Cate froze and muttered, “What?”

      “Yeah, you’ll have fun trying to give that back unless that was your plan. Clever, never pegged you for a tricky girl.”

      Savannah winked at her before eyeing Moneybags.

      “Looks like he’d be worth the ass beating.”

      Cate narrowed her eyes and snatched the record slip from her hand. Savannah never had much tact, and she let the comment go. She had no idea what an “ass beating” could entail. Nothing was worth it.

      With a shake of her head, Cate responded, “I am probably going to get my ass chewed for not punching out at 8:00 p.m. like I was supposed to, I am not willing to add cheating the customer to it.” She glanced at the small clock over the door and released a frustrated sigh, “8:55! Damn it, Nate.”

      “Don’t forget taking a drink from the customer to the list of your crimes tonight,” teased Savannah. “Don’t think I didn’t see it.”

      “Shit,” Cate whispered between her teeth. “Well, technically, I should have been off the clock, but Nate decided to take an opportunity for a piece of ass on my time.”

      Savannah leaned forward, wearing a lascivious smile, and whispered, “I won’t tell if you don’t. Have a good night, Cate.”

      Cate punched her timecard and controlled the shudder of repulsion knowing who was the “piece of ass” and opted to hold her tongue and offer a nod of agreement. Ickiness roiled in her gut at the thought of Nate and Savannah… Scanning the backroom, she wondered where they found to have a quickie.

      “No, nope.” She wiped her hand over her face and stepped into the restroom and turned the lock, knowing the most likely place for a quick, secluded hook-up. No where was safe. “Wow, Nate.”

      Within minutes she had swapped her black dress slacks and a starched, stiff white button-up for a pair of well-worn fitted jeans.

      Normally, Cate would just wear her work clothes home, but tonight she was meeting some friends to celebrate a promotion. Her white cami smoothed over the waistband of her jeans, and she pulled a stretchy, pink sweatshirt over her head. The neck was a wide boat neck and had an artificial decal for a fake university screen-printed across the front in a rough white pattern. It was old, something her sister had given her, and although a bit out of style, it made her feel good to wear it. Not sexy, just comfortable, she thought.

      Safe.

      Cate gave her face a quick look in the mirror and smudged the slight run of mascara at the corners of her eyes. The nerves ignited in her backside, and she took a deep breath. Lifting her chin in defiance, she looked for the strong woman she wanted to be. With strength mustered, she thrust her hand into her bag and grasped a tube of nude-colored lip gloss. Before she could reconsider, she swiped a thin layer over her lips. The sensation of her stomach flopping in her gut and the pounding inside her chest interrupted her breathing. The labored rocking back and forth of her heart prevented her lungs from bringing in enough oxygen; the constriction in her chest, like an invisible force, had knocked the air out.

      Shoving the tube into her bag, Cate gripped the glossy white sink, its feel was smooth and cold beneath her fingers. She focused on the touch of the sink until a thin smear of sweat lubricating the whorls of her fingertips against the porcelain made her grip loosen. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. After several forced deep breaths, she managed to get the impending panic attack under control.

      The defiant and self-assured visage she wore minutes ago was now cracked, unsettled, and fearful. The life was just a little less bright in her eyes, but she continued to play with her appearance, ignoring the trembling fingers and sweaty palms as she wiped them on her jeans.

      One last deep breath, and she picked out the blush from her bag to bring some color back to her blanched skin. Building anger curled up from her toes as she added another layer of black mascara and reached for the rose petal-colored lip liner to adorn her lips. Enhancing the pout, she fleshed them out a bit more as she blended the color with the gloss. She wanted to scream. She wanted to hurt someone—him, finally put him in his place and let him know he did not own her. But as quickly as the strength bolstered, it was already starting to crumble.

      Cate stared at her reflection and smirked at the angry fire that simmered in her eyes. She pulled the elastic from her hair and ran her fingers through her dark brown waves that had clumped during work.

      Too much, it is too much. Too dark.

      Her fingers itched to wipe it all away, while she reminded herself that there was no reason she could not do what she pleased. Everything about the pep talk did not ring true. Stoically, she nodded as she whispered, “It’s a free country. I’m free to do as I please. He doesn’t own me.”

      Stuffing her feet into a pair of Vans, she spun on her heel and left the restroom. She checked the time on her phone through blurry, wet eyes, 9:23 p.m.

      Cate entered the main floor looking for her friends. The cool air dried the excess moisture in her eyes. Scanning the crowd, she could not see any sign of them at the bar or dancing. Out of curiosity, she searched the room once more and tried to find the birthday party guys and Moneybags.

      Regret tingled up her spine, and she suddenly wished she had given him the money back before changing her clothes. She walked toward an empty table near the dance floor, and just as she set her bag in the chair, her phone chimed.

      It was a text from Nikki: “Stacy, puked on my dress! I have to go home and change after I get her home. Dani is going to stay with her, but I will meet you, like in forty minutes. Luv ya!”

      Disappointment oozed through her veins as she bit back the pessimism. Dropping her hand to her side, she grabbed her bag and then slumped into the chair. She rarely went out, skipping most opportunities, and the night she agreed, it all fell through.

      Typical.

      She had no intention of staying at the place where she worked, especially with make-up and hair down. His friends frequented the bar too often for them not to pass on what they saw. Fear squeezed her airways as she made her way toward a few open seats at the bar to wait for Nikki. Hanging around there was the safest place to be. She belonged there if anyone was watching, and they might not notice her altered appearance.

      Scooping a few peanuts from the pan, Cate cracked the shells. Nate was flirting up a storm, and payback tempted her as she wanted to call him out by his real name. But she was better than that, and instead, she grabbed another handful of peanuts. Cameron, Camaro by nametag, was busy with several other patrons. As Nate bounced between select patrons, it became obvious that he lacked interest in customers without big breasts. When Cameron turned to grab a bottle of Jack, she puffed out her cheeks, lifting her blond hair clinging to her eye with her breath and sent an exasperated eye-roll Cate’s direction making Cate giggle.

      Cate met Cameron while taking an English class at the community college. She wore her hair goth black in a Joan Jett shag back then. She was the one who told Cate about Razzle and how much money she made in tips every night. Since then, Cameron’s hair has been red, brunette, two-toned with chunky blond highlights, blue, and now she sports the platinum pixie. Of all of her looks, it suited her petite build the best, but Cate knew it wouldn’t last, just like Cameron’s instance that she was done with piercings and tattoos. Every other week, a new hole or artwork was needled into her skin.

      A loud chorus of cheers turned Cate’s head from assessing her friend’s appearance. The crowd was particularly unpleasant tonight, and it appeared only to be getting worse. She was glad to be off and wanted nothing more than to leave. Savannah had finally finished with the cash register and was tying an apron around her plump figure when Nate slapped her ass on the way passed.

      Gross!

      With her appetite instantly gone, Cate scooted the empty peanut shells across the bar, leaving a dusty trail of salt and grit. She contemplated a taxi. She wanted to spend zero minutes observing Nate and Savannah’s post-coital flirting.

      Near where the birthday group sat, Nate was wiping down the bar. It appeared that he had escaped the giggling girls. His heavy dark eyes looked her way over his dark-rimmed glasses, and he raised a brow. Cate raised her pointer and hand into the shape of a gun shooting Nate. He owed her a Sazerac. He cocked his head with a squirrely smile and reached under the bar, pulling out a glass.

      While he worked, Savannah tossed her stiff barrel curls over her shoulders, preparing to make drinks for some men in business suits. They were enjoying her white blouse unbuttoned low enough to expose too much cleavage. She knew how to get good tips. Cate was not good at teasing drunks into giving her excessive tips. The cash in her pocket burned against her flesh, and nerves prickled across her backside.

      Cate jumped when Cameron slapped the towel in her hand in front of her. A couple shoved into Cate and requested drinks from Cameron.

      “Sure, back off the bar, and I’ll call you when they are ready.”

      Cameron rolled her eyes and cursed under her breath at the rudeness making Cate laugh.

      “Why are you still here in this hellhole?” she asked as she prepared the pushy patron’s drinks.

      “I was meeting up with Nikki and her friends. Dani, I think, got a promotion, and we are celebrating.”

      “Celebrating doesn’t sound like you.”

      “I know, she thought I needed to get out. We were heading out of town where I can be anonymous.”

      “Yet here you are… Waiting.” Her eyes swung around the room.

      “Yup,” Cate sighed. She knew Cameron was looking for spies.

      “I’ll be fine—alone. You know that. Stupid Nikki better not ditch me, though.”

      “Will she?”

      Cate shrugged it off. “No, plans just changed a little.” Cate could feel Cameron’s worry morph into pity as she snatched up the cash on the bar and slid the drink toward the patrons who had only lingered a few steps away, waiting for their drinks. She gave Cate the once over and noticed the make-up.

      “Well, you got to keep trying. Just because this little shindig looks like it is going bust doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try to enjoy life.”

      “I know, Nikki is still coming.”

      Someone yelled, “Hey, bartender, we need drinks.”

      Cameron pushed herself off the bar, walked backward, and shouted, “I’ll hang with you if you are still here later, sweetheart.” She pointed at Cate with the white rag in her hand, spun in time with the dance music, and leaned on the bar smiling at the demanding patron.

      Cate smiled and looked away to watch Nate. He was a hard one to hate or even stay mad at for too long. He prepared her drink and then offered nonverbal apologies through puppy dog eyes and a pouty frown as he pushed it toward her outstretched fingers. Cate closed her eyes over her eye roll and thanked him before slowly sipping the licorice fluid, savoring the flavor she had come to enjoy. The first time she tried it, she nearly gagged, not knowing what to expect and not taking it slow, but now it had become her main go-to drink. Nate made the best Sazerac.

      He wiped the bar in front of her, “Sorry about earlier.”

      “I’m over it, and it doesn’t matter now anyway.”

      “Why not?” He paused, thick brows crowding the center of his forehead.

      “It just doesn’t.” Cate smiled and changed the subject. “So, Savannah?”

      Nate grinned, “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      “Since when are you a gentleman and you always tell. I don’t want to know, but,” she questioned in a whispered hush, “Savannah?”

      “Why not?”

      “You are going to end up a baby-daddy or diseased.”

      “I always make sure I am covered.” He winked.

      “Gross.”

      “I like the look,” he nodded at her. “Getting braver?”

      “It’s probably a mistake, Nikki was supposed to pick me up, and we were getting out of town for the night to have fun. Oh well, she’ll be here soon.” Nate knew all about why the make-up was probably a mistake, and she could see the worry on his face. He scanned the room, focusing on the dance floor. In seconds he was going to annoy the hell out of her.

      “Why don’t you go dance. Enjoy yourself, and relax a bit?” Her look speared him as she gulped the remainder of her drink.

      Relax a bit?

      “That was what I intended on doing at eight, Nathan Joseph Decker,” she finished in a whisper.

      “Ouch! Someone might have heard that.” He laughed.

      “Shut up. You knew when my shift was over, right?”

      “Sorry, it slipped my mind. I was a little preoccupied.”

      “You are an ass.”

      “And that is why you love me.”

      “Hardly.”

      She stood up and shoved her bag and phone toward him and instructed him to hold them behind the bar. She then turned, feeling the thick warmth radiate from her belly. He made it strong, probably trying to get her to forgive him faster.

      “Hey!” She spun to see what he wanted. He was crooking his finger at her, and she leaned into the bar. The neck of her shirt slipped down over her bare shoulder as she leaned in to hear him better over the pulse of the music. “Who was Mr. Polo?” Nate lifted the collar back into place.

      She shook her head, confused, and then it dawned on her that he meant Moneybags. It was common for them to pick out a customer with a piece of clothing, mannerism, or style and give them a nickname. She shrugged her shoulders and once again turned to the dance floor.

      Over her shoulder, she heard him shout, “He was into you.” She waved her hand at him, dismissively. Just as she found herself in the center of the floor, the beat changed to a popular, obnoxious song. It was the kind that repeats incessantly and is annoying but catchy. The DJ riled everyone up, daring them to join in, and she could not help but throw her reservations out the window and just lose herself briefly to the mindless herd.

      Amid her syncopated movements, she thought she spied a familiar pair of eyes in the crowd, but lost them. She scanned the people around her, but no one was familiar.

      In the far corner, the couple who ordered the vodka and Long Island were practically humping each other, and she was surprised they had not disappeared to their rooms or even the bathroom. She was amazed they had not yet been kicked out. Then she spotted Vince manning that quadrant of the floor and was filled with internal revulsion, as she knew he was probably enjoying the display and would not eject them anytime soon unless customers complained.

      A pair of eyes again caught her attention, but they were gone as quickly as they had appeared. The music changed, and she started making her way toward the outskirts of the dance floor. When she reached the tables, she saw no one, just couples quietly talking or groups of friends cackling and laughing.

      Snaking through the bodies, Cate stopped at the bar and ordered a small margarita requesting less tequila than usual. The place was packed, and the last thing she wanted was to be blitzed before Nikki arrived. She didn’t drink that often, despite the working environment.

      She sipped the slushy concoction; soothing warmth coated her insides. The tension in her muscles slipped away as an unfamiliar feeling of relaxation took over. With the last drop consumed, she gazed at the clock that indicated Nikki should be arriving shortly. A wave of giddiness flooded her senses as a sexy rock tune filled the room.

      Cate was about to reach for her phone when Joe hurried over, “Mr. Preppy Polo is back. I am telling you. He is into you. Can’t take his eyes off of you. Be careful, Catie.”

      “Well, let him look.” She looked down her nose and pouted with an air of superiority. “He probably just wants me to either pay up or give his money back. I’m not a whore, Jate… I mean Joe.”

      Nate raised an eyebrow, and poured a glass of ice water and slid it toward her. “Drink up. You didn’t eat anything. I think you are getting tipsy.”

      “A couple of peanuts.” Cate thought for a moment and acknowledged that she skipped lunch since she and the girls were going to go out to eat. She took a big gulp of her water and slid off the stool. Then she danced toward the dissipated crowd. It was always odd how sometimes the population of dancing bodies suddenly bottomed out.

      She headed toward a group of girls dancing together.

      “One more okay?”

      “Absolutely!”

      As she danced, she scanned the room, a habit she had picked up. She looked normal, but could intercept any problems and dancing with other girls was always okay. How different her life was now, especially compared to high school. If only she could erase the past five years and start over while keeping the knowledge she had gained. Maybe erasing the past twenty-seven years would be even better.
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      Earlier

      
      James stared up at the regal double doors of the fraternity and gathered his patients. He was going to need them all. He opened the heavy wooden exterior door, complete with the same lead glass he remembered seeing on a college visit. The entryway was empty, and he waited for his little brother. Michael had opted to pledge at their father’s fraternity while James never felt he belonged in the same atmosphere. He was unsure that it suited his brother, either.

      Framed portraits of graduated students covered the walls. The display was to acknowledge them for holding office in the governing body of the fraternity. Another wall paid tribute to class members who contributed large sums of money to the house. His father’s face stared with arrogance, having funded the entire renovation of the North and East wings of the facility.

      James took in the time on his watch and pulled out his phone to text his brother. He had not intended to spend the night on “twenty-first birthday babysitting duty,” but he had promised their mother. He was well beyond this phase of his life but had agreed to look out for his brother.

      It had been almost ten years since his twenty-first birthday. He was not a heavy drinker in college, but he drank occasionally. The frat buddies that took him out hit him with the hardest shots they could come up with right out of the gate. Before that night, he had never consumed anything harder than Rum and Coke, wine, or beer.

      A thunder of loud feet on the old wood stairs boomed into the entryway, and James saw his brother bounding down, leading a group of guys behind him.

      “Hey, Mike. Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Is this everyone?”

      Mike nodded

      His brother had never been much of a talker. James led them, none looking over eighteen, toward the parking lot.

      “Are you all twenty-one?”

      James received a chorus of affirmatives and a few salutes proving he was officially too old to drag his baby brother around to get plastered.

      While the other guys filed into the black Escalade, he idly chatted with Michael about school and whether he was on track. The age gap between them had always been awkward. Tonight it proved to be no different, judging by his half-brother’s monosyllabic responses.

      The near-decade age difference was not the only wedge between them. Their half-sibling status had always been an invisible barrier. James’ mother, Lara, fell for a guy who promised her the world, and during her senior year of college, she gave birth to James. Luckily, she was able to finish her BSN.

      After working as a nurse in a hospital for about a year, she caught the eye of one of the doctors. Like a fairytale, he swept her off her feet, and they were married. James had always felt wanted and loved by his mother and early on even by his adoptive father, Matthew Payne, but when Michael and the other children were born, Matthew and James’ relationship changed.

      Even though his father adopted James and gave him his name, there was something strained between them. The man was tightly wound and an arrogant perfectionist. James’ mother went back to school and added to her degree to become a physician, working in a low-income clinic specializing in women’s health. The clinic was constantly in dire straits and threatened with closure due to maintenance issues, expenses, and lack of funding.

      Lara threw herself into several new endeavors and expanded her education. She believed in the clinic and fought with others to keep the clinic open. Eventually, she became head of the campaign to rebuild and relocate to a more convenient location for clientele.

      She helped raise funds to construct the new building just two years earlier, and now it was her “baby.” As a kid, James despised her work, but as an adult, he was proud of his mother and supported her efforts in any way possible.

      When the last car door slammed, and the final click of the seatbelts was heard amongst the grumbles of the young men in the car, knowing the big brother insists upon safety, James pulled away from the frat house. He had not attended the university that was close to home due to a scholarship from a college out East where he could build connections and earn a prestigious degree. It was a decision he had yet to regret, and getting out on his own was the best decision he had made.

      “Hey, Mikey, is he even going to let you drink?”

      “Ha-ha.” Mike glanced at James and then asked, “You’re not going to limit me, are you?”

      “Of course not, but Mom said my job is to keep you out of jail and the ER.”

      “Cool.”

      James worried about him. He was pretty sure if his kid brother managed to graduate, he would be back home living in the loft of their father’s restoration garage. It was more than an efficiency apartment and fully furnished, so why wouldn’t he just go home?

      The twins would be heading off to college next year, so it would be possible. He just hoped his mother could see how bad it would be to let him absorb more coddling.

      “Ten bucks, he cuts little Mikey off before ten!”

      “I’ll take that bet.”

      “Shut up, guys. He’s cool.” Mike turned to James, “Right?”

      “Right. Drink yourself into oblivion, all of you. But I am only bailing his ass out.”

      The guys roared with laughter and brought up something that had happened on their spring break in Mexico last term. Mike had not gone with them.

      James and Mike shared half of the same DNA, but neither took after their mother in appearance. James had never met his biological father but had never been able to see himself in his mother’s features or petite stature. He assumed he took after his father. He attributed that to part of the issues he had with his adoptive father, Matthew, as he matured from a child. Sometimes the way he looked at James, eyes full of disgust and anger, made him think Matthew despised him.

      Matthew denied he knew his biological father and insisted he was better off not knowing. His mother would just smile and say it was too painful to discuss. Her response was haunted, and James never was strong enough to push the issue. He did not want to know if half of his genetics belonged to a monster.

      In appearance, there was no denying that Mike was Matthew’s son, but where Matthew was a perfectionist down to the perfect diet and exercise regime, Mike was not. His slighter build and out of shape physique left him looking doughy.

      As a teen, James tried to connect with Matthew by joining him when he lifted and worked out. It was the only time he believed like he was good enough for Matthew after Mike was born. Exercise and pushing his body to complete exhaustion was therapy. His endurance and gluttony for physical punishment had always reaped him heaps of praise from his adoptive father. The acknowledgment felt good when it seemed everything else he did was wrong.

      Mike propped his foot on his knee, tied his shoe, and adjusted the leg of his jeans. James struggled to find something to talk to him about and blurted, “Dating anyone?” The second he said it, he cringed, and the look on Mike’s face confirmed that it was a stupid thing to say.

      It had only been a couple of months since his mother had shared that Mike and his girlfriend of three years had decided to go their separate ways. Mike thought the long-distance relationship was working out great. She disagreed.

      “No. How’s Cassie? Have you heard from her?”

      James cinched his face, taking the low blow his brother dealt him in return for his insensitivity. “Not since she told me to go fuck myself almost six years ago.”

      This is going to be a fun night.

      “You did call up her parents and say, ‘come get her.’”

      “Yeah.”

      Silence filled the Escalade.

      James recalled how much he had cared for Cassie, and at one time, he thought he might love her. Unfortunately, Cassie preferred a self-destructive lifestyle over him. At first, he could overlook her choices, but over time it worsened to things he could not accept. It was not long before their relationship became high-drama and a source of stress.

      Her behavior had taken a turn for the worse at the start of their junior year. She was unable to leave alcohol alone. James contacted her parents with his concerns, but they thought he was overreacting. He tried to give her an ultimatum, but Cassie thought James would break up with her. She responded by threatening to kill herself. Still, her parents thought he was overreacting because she had always been dramatic.

      By the end of October, he could not take it anymore and decided to break things off with her. He opted to wait until after her sorority’s Halloween party she had helped plan.

      Cassie was buzzed before the party and only got worse throughout the night. For every drink he dumped, she grabbed another. James took her phone and texted a picture of her passed out to her mom and dad with the caption: “Cassie needs help, I can’t deal with this anymore. This is what she looks like five nights a week. The other two days of the week she is nearly comatose. She needs HELP.”

      Within six hours, she was on a plane home with her parents and checked into rehab. He heard from her right before winter break. It was a simple “Thank you and have a nice life. I am not coming back to school. Good luck!” That was the last he heard from her.

      “So, what about you? Are you dating, Big Bro?”

      “No, I am too busy.”

      “Are you still pining for her?”

      “No.” James jaw tensed and bit back the comments he wanted to say to his little brother.

      “Sure seems like it.” He turned to his friends, uncomfortable expressions etched on their faces. “He lost like thirty pounds over her.”

      One of the guys responded, “That sucks.”

      “She wasn’t even hot.”

      “Enough, Mike. I am sorry I brought up such a sore subject.”

      “Um, how long before we get there?” one of the guys asked.

      “Soon,” growled James. He had not wanted to remember all of the unpleasant things about Cassie. Thanks to Mike, he remembered everything he would have rather forgotten.

      It was true about his weight loss. James’ stress and frustrations were always alleviated with intense workouts. Cassie had him in the gym hours a day, even before she left. By the time he came home over the Thanksgiving break, he was gaunt and thin. His mother spent the entire week pushing fattening foods and leftovers at him.

      James harbored a lot of guilt about Cassie. He liked her, he felt sorry for her, but he realized he wasn’t in love with her. Instead, he was in love with the idea of saving her, and he had failed. She was out of his hair, but ever-present on his mind.

      Icy weather had left him stranded in a hotel until conditions improved, and he could fly home. With little to do but wait, he found the fitness room and mounted a high-end treadmill and began punishing himself. It had become a habit more than a deliberate form of self-mutilation. It made him feel in control, it helped him clear his mind, and it was also the night he experienced an epiphany.

      Finally, he understood the basis of their relationship and could see what it had done to him. It was the first time he saw how emaciated he had become. He had been so
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